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Like a devil, you’ve carved a blessing from a curse. 


Prologue 
The Hunted 


They couldn’t get to her husband, but they went after her with a 
spark of determination that only dark elves would own. The Royal 
bloodline of Bastian was at stake, and elves from as far away as Lieve 
traveled through Colivar in search of the Gray Princess. Kill teams 
bearing weapons with the marks of major Houses stalked the roads. 
Assassins waited in the shadows of the cities while watchers hunted 
for a lead. 

To many, it was a game of bloodlines and thrones. To others, it was 
a war for purity and vengeance. To Raven Ylamil, it was simply a living 
Hell. With every passing day, her cousin Andarion grew more deadly in 
his demeanor, as did her two brothers, Kestrel and Caolin. Beyond 
their tight circle, another killer roamed, a death-demon incarnate that 
tested the mettle of any threat. 

Passing through the northern city of Stonnberg, their party had 
crossed the largest bridge over the Shetland River, taking the road 
south towards Maidenhall. They didn’t have a choice. 

Every choke point was being watched, and the small group soon 
found themselves ambushed by a band of hunters wielding crossbows, 
sabers, and long-bladed spears. Many of the attackers wore talismans 
that masked their presence from those that knew where to look. The 
advantage was short-lived. 

The attack happened in broad daylight, and Kestrel Roush caught a 
bolt in his shoulder blade at the onset. Roush was a_ nearly 
unstoppable force in defense of Raven Ylamil, but the bolt’s poison, 
intended for an elven mark, took its toll on the young man. He could 
only cling to his horse and ride with the rest for his life. He had been 


guarding the rear of their small group, and he’d been lucky. As the 
dark elves sprang the ambush, a snarling shadow with glowing red 
eyes emerged from beneath the bridge, destroying the aim of the 
concealed bowmen with a blur of razor-sharp claws. 

Mounted elven hunters waited on the river’s far side. The brutal 
chase taxed every horse and rider until Kestrel finally fell from his 
saddle. The unfortunate event forced Raven and Andarion Ylamil to 
turn and fight. Caolin Sands defended his brother while Raven and 
Andy drew their long exotic blades and fought to hold eight long- 
bladed attackers at bay. 

Without their marksmen, the hunting party found itself at a 
disadvantage. Blade to blade, they didn’t have the overpowering skill 
and resolve of either Ylamil. Neither Raven nor Andy would give in, 
and yet neither wanted to shed more elven blood. The arrival of 
Sorrow quickly ended the melee. The death-demon shredded several 
attackers and scattered the surviving few with its growls and fury. 

An eastern black panther with the soul of a Kjaira, Sorrow circled 
the small party’s position, scouting for any lingering threats while 
Caolin helped Andarion round up the horses. They collected any 
weapons of note—the elven blackblades were priceless relics—and 
the fallen hunters’ mounts. They would use them in their flight south 
and east. 

Raven Ylamil hosted the soul shard of another Kjaira, a death- 
demon named Rei-Seeck. Exiled from the Infernal Domain, the soul 
was a brood-sister of Sorrow. The connection between the two Kjaira 
kept each aware of the threats they faced and offered the small party a 
bodyguard fit to overcome any assassin. Its only limitation was that it 
couldn't be everywhere at once. 

Caolin Sands had cut out the poisoned bolt and bandaged Kestrel’s 
shoulder. The brothers were polar opposites in size and personality, 
and yet they valued the companionship and greater chance at survival 
each found with the other. Where Caolin was the smaller, quieter, gut- 
you-in-the-night sort, Kestrel was a bull, and he’d certainly be letting 
everyone know how badly his shoulder hurt once they got moving 
again. 

Andarion checked the wound and shook his head, “They coated the 


dart in ash resin. We're going to have to tie Kestrel to his saddle. The 
good news is that they caught us riding south. That should be to our 
advantage if we can reach the Dungarr cut-off tonight and turn east.” 

Maidenhall was a week’s ride due south. They'd left the King’s city 
the previous month, knowing that they were being watched wherever 
they went. The capital of Colivar offered tall, guarded walls and 
trustworthy friends. With their business in the northern cities complete, 
Maidenhall was the most likely place for them to turn up, but the 
thought of drawing assassins into the lives of those far more 
vulnerable than themselves forced Raven to take a different path. 

Raven was trying to think ahead as she leaned against her horse. 
“We'll have to circle east before we make the Dungarr road. They'll be 
watching the cut-off too, but if we can slip by undetected, we might 
have a few days of peace.” 

“Rae, you don’t want to send Sorrow ahead?” 

Their demonic protector could easily destroy any threats in the 
black of night, but there was a cost for every choice they made. 

“No. For all we know, the next batch could be family.” 

“Rae, the last crew was led by a distant cousin. Salema Kazamil 
managed to get away.” 

“Every blackblade is a family member, isn’t it?” 

They’d already collected three of the rare blades on their circuit 
across Colivar. Caolin and Kestrel each carried one. 

“Yes,” said Andarion. He could see the cost sink in on his cousin’s 
already ruined face. 

Raven had lost an eye defeating the demonic Horde outside of 
Bastian, but the blindness on her right side didn’t seem to make her 
any less deadly when it came to wielding Gozan. The spatial 
awareness of her inner Kjaira demon and the Hell-knight within her 
sword offered a battle that few were lucky enough to escape once 
joined. 

“Andy, where is he?” she murmured. 

It was a question often repeated by Raven. The unending 
separation trounced her spirit more than anything else, leaving only 
melancholy. They never had the luxury to rest and recover at a time 
when she needed it most. 


“Rae, Ayla will find him and bring him back.” 

“Will he still be himself when she does?” 

Andarion tugged on her smile, “Rae, | would like to think that he'll 
be better than that.” 

As dusk settled in, Andarion slowed their pace and took stock of the 
two brothers that rode with them. The Nantine brothers offered a more 
human presence, both tough and admirable for their desire to protect. 
Each man’s face shared traits with Raven’s husband and coaxed her 
forward with a small modicum of hope. Ara had sent them south in 
search of news about his family. The Nantine pair were rough, but 
beyond loyal, and like Ara, they both suffered from the blood curse of 
the Black Emperor. 

The claw-dagger in Raven’s pack could sap the curse of its 
corruption, but she rarely brought it out otherwise. Raven had enough 
confusion without it. The weapon was a stark reminder of her 
husband’s checkered soul; once pure, Ara’s soul like the dagger— 
was woven with alien strands of gray and black. 

“Andy, Jan is tired, and with Kestrel being poisoned, we’re going to 
have to rest tonight.” 

“Don’t worry, Rae. We'll get there in plenty of time.” 

“| have to worry. The demon goes berserk whenever we’re 
threatened, and | can barely control myself.” 

“Is that why you don’t want to spar with the brothers?” 

“If it wasn’t for Gozan pushing the Kjaira back in line, | could hurt 
them or worse.” 

“Where is Ara when we need him?” 

Raven gave her cousin a tired smile, “That’s my line. Get your own.” 


Bearing dispatches from Stonnberg and Berykholt, the riders 
cleared the guarded tunnel known as North Gate. More than a month 
on the road left them filthy and tired as they reached the Royal 
Quarter, and yet they were ready to ride on in search of their quarry. 
Evening settled over the city of Maidenhall as the pair dismounted in 
the courtyard at Sturgess Courthouse and climbed the stairs to 
Sturgess Hall. The light of oil lamps and leather-clad Realm Guards 
greeted them. 


The nearest guard recognized their faces, “Captain Warric, Paladin 
Grey, welcome back. You'll find Consul Snow in her rooms on the top 
floor.” 

“Master Lopp, is anyone else about?” said Grey. 

“Captain Dawe is at the courthouse with Judge Small, but he should 
be back soon. There’s about to be trouble.” Corvin Lopp pointed to a 
carriage rolling in through the compound's heavily guarded gate. 

The horse-drawn coach stopped only yards away from the manor’s 
front stairs, and the near-side door popped open at the urging of a 
one-year-old boy. A hand reached out, snagging the eager toddler 
from behind. 

“Ram!” the boy screamed and pointed up the stairs. 

“Right on time,” said Lopp. “You’d best step out of the way.” 

Grey didn’t miss a beat, “Captain Warric, your sparring partner has 
arrived, though he is a bit bigger than you.” 

“Is that Lynda Snow’s child?” said Yseria. 

“No. That’s little Ram’s best friend, Jarr. He’s a real lion,” said Lopp. 

A nurse maid and a lady had managed to climb down from the 
carriage without damaging their charge. 

The young boy held his mother’s hand and took each stair as a 
triumph, heading straight for Paladin Grey. “Giant!” he roared and 
pointed again. 

Yseria Warric was a diminutive dark-elf, but more than a match for 
the Paladin at her side. She bent down and whispered in the boy’s ear, 
“Ogre.” 

“Ogre!” the boy shrieked. 

“Tell me that’s not baby Jarrla,” said Walker Grey. “Can he still ride 
a horse?” 

“Horse! Yes!” said Jarr. Obviously, he could. 

“It must be him, then, and a handsome fellow he is,” said Grey. 

Knight-Guard Corvin Lopp framed the moment, “Lady Redding, 
please meet Yseria Warric, Captain of the Storm House Guard, and 
Paladin Walker Grey, a hero of House Storm and the Order of the 
Vigil.” 

Before the two companions could bow, the lady held out her hand, 
“lam Margot Redding, an old friend of Judge Small. I'm pleased to 


meet you both.” 

Paladin Grey was careful with her small hand, “After you, Lady 
Redding. It looks like we are all heading up to the same suite.” 

Meryl Snow greeted them at the door to the Consul’s rooms on the 
top floor, keeping another critter from making its escape beneath his 
feet. Meryl was used to juggling diplomats in the Duke’s court at 
Stonnberg. His narrow frame and soft demeanor hid a certain deftness 
that somehow translated to toddlers without a hitch. 

Meryl's nephew Ram squawked at the appearance of Jarrla and 
crawled after him in a race around the large room. Lynda Snow stood 
by the fireplace, enjoying its warmth in the cool autumn evening. Ram 
shared her green eyes and auburn hair, though in a slightly darker 
shade. 

“Margot, who have you brought with you? | don’t seem to recognize 
those two under all the dirt.” 

Yseria elbowed Grey, “Don't fall for it.” 

In seconds Lynda Snow had her own layer of road dust across her 
cheeks, having given each traveler a long hug. “Any word from 
Niantia?” 

Walker Grey’s smile evaporated, “We’ve come bearing letters from 
your father and the Duke of Stonnberg. They confirm the existence of 
a Horde to end all hordes in Niantia and ask that you be terribly 
discreet with the news.” 

Lynda took a step away from Countess Redding, whispering, “So 
it’s true? The Infernal plague?” 

“We saw it and felt it ourselves. We understand why Ara told 
everyone to stay away.” 

“He hasn't returned?” 

“Not yet.” 

“Any word from Ayla?” 

“We met her at the Queen’s Hold in central Niantia. She’s a brave 
one. Found herself a man, too. Not a bad fellow,” said Grey. 

Lynda could only take that as a sign of salvation or the world’s 
ending. “Is she safe? Is Sorrow with her?” 

“Oddly, no. Ayla sent the beast to keep an eye on Raven.” 

A light knock on the suite’s door announced the entrance of Lord 


Roger Small, Judge of Maidenhall. Behind him, Captain Anzor Dawe, 
formerly of the Nantine Guard Army, slipped in and closed the door. 

“Lord Small, you’ve come at a dangerous time. Lions be roaming 
about.” Paladin Grey had grown to feel at ease around everyone, 
which was a blessing for the once solitary and still heavily scarred 
demon-fighter. 

“It’s late,” Small replied. “I'd heard of your arrival and hoped there 
might be some word concerning Lord Storm.” 

“Only confirmation of what we all suspected. Captain Dawe, good to 
see you again.” 

“Paladin Grey. Captain Warric. I’m glad to see you have returned 
safe and sound. How was it?” If anyone knew the answer to that, it 
was Anzor Dawe. 

“No offense, Captain, but the walls of Bastian felt like a family 
reunion compared to what we experienced around Qreyl.” 

Anzor Dawe’s face paled at the reference. He’d survived the 
defense of Bastian under the harshest of terms as the Nantine Guard 
Army died in the open, defending the crucial northern pass. 

Margot Redding seemed to hover at the edge of the conversation, 
her eye catching Dawe’s reaction. The handsome Nantine captain 
always seemed to be around whenever she brought her son for a visit. 

“Paladin Grey, how do you know my son, Jarr?” 

“Know him? We shared a horse on the ride back from Stonnberg. | 
even let him hold the reins while | slept.” 

Yseria’s elbow ended Grey’s long-winded response. “Walker and | 
were there when Ara discovered Jarrla stashed away in a travel pack. 
Ara sent him on ahead to safety with Vigil Wind while we stayed 
behind to fight the Get of the Damogir.” 

Captain Dawe went from pale to ghost. “You fought Bengla and her 
Claws? You saw her die?” 

Grey forgot where he was. “I saw her head bounce into a ditch after 
she’d put a dagger into Ara’s shoulder. It was a brutal affair.” 

Grey couldn't have been more right, but the news had an obvious, 
almost crushing effect on Captain Dawe. 

Margot Redding had seen and heard enough. She stepped forward, 
“Captain, are you OK?” 


Dawe felt Lady Redding’s hand on his arm and rallied whatever was 
left of his courage. “Lady Redding, | must tell you of your son’s 
bloodline. He is the grandson of the Damogir of Niantia and the 
nephew of Lord Storm. | knew Jarrla’s mother, both before and after 
she became the Second Fang of Niantia. Though necessary, her death 
was a difficult blow.” 

Judge Small gave Margot Redding a chance to absorb the news. 
“Captain, would you happen to know what the babe’s name means?” 

“Jarrla comes from a rarely used Nantine dialect. The name means 
little lion. |t was a plea for forgiveness from a woman that no longer 
existed.” 

Lynda Snow saw it first and caught Dawe’s other arm before he 
could turn away. “Forgiveness from whom, Captain?” 

“The boy’s father.” 


Chapter 1 
Hellfire 


It was a deal for the damned. The torment of hellfire sealed it as | 
walked out the tavern’s front door and into the razor-like dust of the 
Infernal wasteland. My screams could be heard for miles if only there 
were ears on the empty plains of Oblivion. 

To the victor go the spoils. Feth. 

I'd been rolled onto my side, and | coughed, spitting the blood from 
my mouth. Having felt the wrath of my clenching teeth, my tongue was 
angry and abused. The grass felt cool against my cheek and utterly 
soothing after the unreal torture I’d experienced on my way out of the 
sinister domain. Don’t drink with the devil and expect a farewell. That 
was a lesson I'd never forget. 

There was an unsettling taste to the morning mist, ashes perhaps, 
definitely bitter, mixed with the saltiness of my tears and the iron-rich 
scent of my breath. Fear was the final ingredient. Three people stood 
frozen nearby, each suitably terrified by my convulsive outburst. 

Feth. 

| pressed myself up—feeling dizzy—and staggered to my feet. 
Where was |? Oh, yeah. Qreyl. The Horde and the Infernal plague. A 
Black Emperor in my blade. Ayla. Rifter. Dania the Gray. 

Feth. 

Blood still dripped from my chin, and | complained to anyone that 
would listen, “What was that for?” 

Rifter had a strong right cross and the heart to back it up. He was 
the son of Mino Gaines, the Boss of Hamport, and a trusted friend. 
“Bridgeton,” he said. “You sold Ayla to the Gray boss.” 


Before I’d abandoned her to make my trek north, Ayla had been 
given the rings of two cities. She’d traded one to Boss Keller for her 
freedom and complete control of her own domain. 

“Rift, | think you have it backward, but thanks for your concern.” 

The previous night had gone off without a hitch, until now, and even 
so, the trap remained; its Infernal weight was pressing heavily on us 
all. The Horde was hungry. The plague was hungry. The city was 
hungry. Who was on the menu? Well, everyone still alive within the 
walls of Qreyl, followed by everyone else in Niantia, and eventually the 
rest of the continent. As traps go, it was immense, and I'd merely 
begun the process of disarming it. 

As my eyes regained their ability to focus, | realized the uncertainty 
of my friend Rifter Gaines. He had his arm around Ayla. My not so little 
sister had grown up while | was gone. 

Suddenly, it was my turn to feel terror beyond anything that hellfire 
could create. | pointed to the sword that loomed across Rifter’s 
shoulder. It was my wife’s weapon. | may have done some things that 
ended badly for many, including my wife. 

| coughed out one word, “Why?” 

Ayla unstrapped the blackblade Ta/on from Rifter’s back, taking her 
time. “Yseria Warric brought it north. She said it was a gift for you from 
Raven.” 

“Is she alright?” 

Ayla hesitated. Her face was a mess of colors and smeared with 
black dust. Her dress barely held her emerging form in place, and if | 
didn’t know better, | would say she was enjoying my rapt attention. 

“She’s being hunted.” Ayla offered the truth, but not the whole truth. 

Hunted. That’s not possible. Not for a champion such as Raven 
Ylamil. | scanned around us in the fog, checking for threats, true 
predators. 

“Ayla, where is Sorrow?” 

I'd left the death-demon as a sisterly bodyguard for my youngest 
sibling. Ayla played the long game but needed constant protection 
against those that opted for more immediate results. 

“With Raven and Andarion, but | don’t know where they are.” 

“Should | be worried?” 


“Yes,” she said. Truth. 

“Why?” 

Ayla was a master manipulator. She could steer anyone or any 
conversation in whatever direction she chose. “Because we're sitting in 
a trap, surrounded by a plague and the Horde, and a witch is standing 
right behind you.” 

Dania cringed as | turned. She was the main source of fear that I’d 
felt. Rifter was confused, and Ayla was exhausted after her night of 
terror, but Dania the Gray remained in the middle of a nightmare, 
staring at her end. 

“How’s Floyd?” | said. 

Floyd was a local watcher with a well-tended crossbow and an 
eager trigger finger. We weren't friends. 

Dania the Gray was my half-sister and a survivor of epic 
proportions. She took the hint and a small step forward. “He’s still 
breathing. Kepler, too.” 

“You've met my friend Rifter Gaines?” 

“Yes. We went to the reservoir yesterday, looking for clues about 
where you went.” 

“Rifter Gaines, you brought my little sister to Qreyl and dropped her 
at the door to the Damogir’s Hold?” 

“The Maiden’s Gate,” said Ayla. She crossed her arms, suddenly 
taking my side. “No one comes out of there a maiden.” 

A few would today, but that was beside the point. Ayla might as well 
have stabbed Rifter with her dagger. 

| went for the kill, “Ayla, did you come out of there as a maiden?” 

We would always be even. 

“No,” she whispered. “The Emperor stole that from me years ago.” 
Ayla was sixteen but had grown up long before I’d met her. She had 
plenty in common with Dania. 

Rifter was eighteen. He’d seen his share of unclean living, but he 
didn’t travel lightly. Rift carried a true heart, one that beat rapidly for 
Ayla now. 

| waited for his reaction. We all did. 

Ayla had voiced something she’d never shared with anyone before, 
and | knew it hurt her deeply. The Emperor's Children had lived a 


twisted existence deep within the Dungarr Drip, and their ways had left 
her broken, discarded, and cursed. We were kindred souls searching 
for a way out. 

Fists clenched and ready, Rifter shook with anger. “Ara Storm, you 
may have a point when it comes to our unseemly actions, but if you 
think you can come between Ayla and me by pointing them out, you’ve 
got another thing coming.” 

“| believe him,” said Dania. “Don’t push it.” 

The wisdom of an older sister won out. 

“Rifter, Ayla’s my little sister and has been since the day we met.” | 
removed the shortsword from my belt and handed it to Rift. “Use the 
flat of this if she gets too bossy.” 

| was pretty sure that it was already too late for that, and Ayla 
confirmed it. “The dowry has already been paid by my brother.” 

“So, Rift is more than a consort to you?” 

“Yes.” She hid her eyes and a fresh scar on her palm. 

“What happened to your hand?” | examined it closely and kissed it. 

“Pasco stabbed me with Sorrow, and | may have stabbed myself 
too.” 

Another soul shard of the death-demon Sorrow lived within a 
dagger created from its monstrous fang. It feasted upon corruption and 
was a useful tool in guarding against a curse, the Mad Black. 

“May have? Does Rifter know what he’s gotten in the bargain?” 

“He was there and still is.” She looked up, catching Rifter’s eyes. He 
nodded and buckled on his new sword. 

Ayla handed me Talon, an exotic blackblade of the dark elves anda 
veritable weapon of kings. “Yseria said you’d know what it meant. 
Raven had another sword on her back when | saw her.” 

“She took Gozan?” 

“It had a dark presence, but | don’t know its name. Is that 
important?” 

| had given away my imbued glaive, Exile, returning it to the Infernal 
warlord that owned it and severing a personal contract in the process. 
Talon was once the blade of King Janus Ylamil of Bastian. That Raven 
had sent it north rather than the hellsword Gozan was certainly 
important. | just didn’t know why. 


Feth. 

“How long have | been gone?” 

“Months,” said Dania. She didn’t sound sure. 

“Six months,” said Ayla. 

Rift agreed. 

Dania shook her head, “Months longer than that, now.” She had 
lived her life within the disintegrating capital of Niantia. “Time moves 
differently within the eye of the cyclone, but you do look much better 
for it.” 

“There was a witch, one with an Infernal soul mate to guide it. | 
rejected their offer, and it seemed to shatter its hold over me.” 

Dania trembled, “What did it offer?” 

A twinge in my side answered. “An illusion hidden beneath a 
mountain of pain.” 

The form of a dagger had pierced my side, sustaining me yet 
locking me in place. It had always been a trap in the jungles of 
Dungarr, and I’d never broken free. Until now. The irony added to the 
mix of blood and unvoiced screams. 

The empty arena remained bathed in an alien mist. The city around 
us chittered and coughed in an unending death rattle. Beyond the 
outer walls, a gang of ten thousand Hellions fidgeted and screeched, 
eager to be fed, and | could feel them all as the snare tightened 
further. 

Every trap offers at least two options. The ensnared could lie in wait 
for the hunter to arrive, hoping to take down the enemy before they 
closed the deal. Or one could ignore the hunter and fight to break free 
from whatever held you in place. | chose a third option, knowing that 
anything else would be a calamity. 

First things first, the Horde circled the city and, with its immense 
size, threatened the entire continent. | needed to dismantle it and 
couldn't do so alone. 

“Dania, I’m going to need your help. Please find Buran and have 
him retrieve my kit from Careck’s manor house. Bring it here 
immediately.” 

My half-sister walked off without another word. 

“Rifter, hand me your claw-dagger.” 


It was empty, unimbued. 

| looked at Ayla in surprise. 

“| gave mine to Raven,” she said. “We traded.” 

Ayla had indeed changed over the past year. She had carried her 
imbued dagger like a crutch and yet, had given it away to a rival that 
demanded the time and attention of her brother. The young woman 
had grown far beyond anything I’d expected, and | told her so. 

| dragged the tip of the claw-dagger across the palm of my hand 
and squeezed, trying to comprehend her selfless act. Using my tainted 
blood as a crude channel, | poured all the love | felt for Ayla’sen Storm 
into the weapon as a blessing of sorts, another dowry to be paid. 

“Take it,” | said to Rift. “Carry it for Ayla and use it on her whenever 
the curse gets too strong.” 

Drawing out Talon, | repeated the process, wiping my blood along 
the blade and thinking of Raven. She’d been abandoned in the 
harshest of ways, and with this blade, she offered me her forgiveness. 
It was a wishful feeling, and | pressed it into the blackblade as | placed 
it on the arena’s demonic altar. With the merest thought of a 
destination and nudge of dark energy, the weapon disappeared 
through the Veil, another message sent. Another deal brokered. 

“Brother,” Ayla held out yet another dagger. 

Made from a death-demon’s fang, this weapon was different from 
the one my brother Pasco carried. It held the soul shard of an 
incredibly dangerous alpha named Koki-Ten. 

“Ayla, how?” | almost cried as | held the familiar rogue blade. 

“Aunt Laila came for a visit in Bridgeton. She said its presence was 
keeping her awake at night.” 

Ayla had just handed me the key to our prison. The fang-dagger 
held another shard of Koki-Ten, the last. It was the final piece of the 
puzzle called Qreyl. It gave me a chance to pay off an Infernal contract 
and end the plague that blanketed the city. 

Laila Storm worked nights. Somehow, she had known what | 
needed most and sent it on, special delivery. More than that, she’d 
sent me Ayla, a new Ayla. | would thank her for everything after we 
sorted out the nightmare. 

The Infernal plague was only a symptom, as was the Horde outside 


the walls of Qreyl. The Low Prince Kasaval, masquerading as the 
Black Emperor of Niantia, had bargained its way into our world and 
had begun building its own Infernal domain. Dania had called it an 
Infernal cyclone, a storm with many layers or rings, and each moved at 
its own speed with its own hunger. 

My dagger, a weapon known as Second Fang, had become a 
prison, holding not only the largest soul shard of the death-demon 
Koki-Ten but also the souls of the Damogir of Niantia and the Infernal 
Prince Kasaval. l’d captured them all through the blood addiction of the 
alpha Kjaira, Koki-Ten. Their metaphysical cage was made of Black 
Fury, tormented rage, and the life imprint of thousands of lost human 
souls. 

The death-demon had once chained the Damogir’s enforcers, the 
Get of the Damogir, creating inhuman monsters that terrorized and 
dominated the realm. Through an Infernal contract, Koki-Ten was 
chained to the Emperor and the Damogir. In the end, it had become 
chained to a sorcerer of the Black and a prince of the Gray, leaving me 
with the most devious of knots. 

Being super-empathic, | could read the emotions of others and heal 
the hearts of those that | touched. | could manipulate emotions and 
dark energy, twisting them to my use. With all the shortcuts | could 
take through life, my path seemed endless, and | yearned to be free of 
those that conspired to use me for their malevolent schemes. That had 
been my story from the start, and | had the scars to prove it. 

My control of Koki-Ten had helped imprison the rulers of this 
Infernal cyclone. Their souls’ presence seemed to hold the Horde and 
the plague in place around the city. | couldn’t send them through the 
Veil until I'd dealt with the Horde, and | couldn’t control the Horde 
without any Hell-knights at hand. 

| sighed, “Ayla, you’ve saved me again.” 

“Brother, we are always even.” 

| wrapped Ayla in one last hug. “Il wish that were truly the case. 
Rifter, please go collect the fair maidens from the Damogir’s 
stronghold. | told Fergus, the House steward, to have them dressed 
and waiting outside the Maiden Gate. I'll be here, guarding this lovely 
young lady, and when you get back, you will lead them all outside the 


city to safety.” 

Feeling the weight of the Horde stir, | fell to my knees. There was 
little | could do now but wait at the demonic portal for a response. 
There were steps to be taken, one at a time, along a dangerous path 
to freedom. In between, | only needed patience. 

Ayla sat down beside me, leaning in close. “Brother, what are you 
doing?” 

“I’m contemplating hellfire.” 

“So, this might be a bad time to tell you about Bastian?” 

“Bastian is a perfect topic for learning the ways of hellfire. Tell me 
what happened.” 

“The King is dead, done in by a sneaky pair of hellspiders. There is 
a dark elf war of succession underway.” 

| knew another pair of hellspiders that lurked beyond the Veil. “Is 
that why Raven is being hunted?” 

“Your House is being hunted, and she’s the part that intersects the 
ruling bloodline.” 

“What aren’t you telling me?” 

“A thousand things, none of which will matter until you sort this 
plague and free Niantia.” 

“How was Kelton?” | had family in the city of Kelton. A curse-free 
family. 

“No longer in need of hellfire. Duke Asketil double-crossed us and 
ended up dead on a dark elf’s blackblade.” 

“The dark elves are in Kelton?” 

“They were. The captain of the Guard decided to stand against 
them, and the Harrows unhanded Gavan Ylamil moments after he 
killed the duke.” 

“Why would the elves want to kill the duke?” 

“They wanted to kill me. | was their target of opportunity from House 
Storm, but the duke confessed to the plot before they could finish it. 
The elves took offense. They also wanted to take the duke’s 
grandchildren as hostages.” 

“The twins? You brought them back to Kelton?” 

“See, I’ve only made you worry. | took care of it.” 

“Who’s in charge of Kelton now?” 


“| elevated the captain of the Duke’s Guard to Lord-Mayor. Nobody 
complained.” 

Captain Colum Jenkins was a solid man. He did what needed doing 
and hid his fear well in the process. That Ayla recognized his worth 
wasn't a surprise. She’d always been a princess and knew the 
trappings of power. 

“Did you meet my family in Kelton?” | liked to surprise my younger, 
smarter adopted sibling. Among last night’s many surprises was the 
identity of my mother, a hard woman named Maeve that I’d met out on 
the Nantine plains. 

Ayla, as usual, was already a step ahead. “Maeve Lundin is a 
remarkable woman. The way she puts up with her slower husband sort 
of reminds me of you, and my sister Runa is a total gem. Fever and 
Fell are both in love with her, but | think Pasco has the inside track.” 

“My sister and Pasco Gale?” 

Pasco was a Charismatic sort, but he had work to do, and | could 
only keep an eye on one sister at a time. 

“Yes,” said Ayla. “She saved Rifter’s life when we were ambushed 
on the road west of the Queen’s Hold.” 

“But her blood isn’t cursed.” 

“That didn’t slow her down one bit, and she misses you. | could tell.” 

“She knows?” 

“You think | can hide a secret like that?” 

| was sure Ayla could divert one’s attention away from anything if it 
fit her schemes. That she seemed to have bonded with Runa was 
another sign of the apocalypse. We had plenty of those going around. 

“And Pasco Gale?” | said. 

“He’s waiting for us in Branoctown. He sent everyone away on their 
own missions.” 

Rifter returned, leading ten scared young women, four confused 
young men, and Fergus, the steward of House Behcet. Haunted yet 
unquestionably handsome, the four young men were dressed like court 
pages and unarmed. Each seemed fit and had a fairly strong 
resemblance to the recent Damogir. They’d been backup bodies for 
whenever the Damogir or the Black Emperor managed to lose their 
current human shell. 


To me, the four men seemed whole and unsullied. | couldn't 
imagine the process that would hollow them out, and the death-demon 
on my belt wasn’t talking. 

“Gentlemen, | am your brother, Ara Storm. Please tell me your 
names.” 

The tallest of the four answered, “We have none. We wait for the 
Damogir to adopt us and give us one.” 

“Your last brother was named Kinjo. The Damogir killed him.” 

The tallest replied, “Kinjo means taken. It is a curse, not a name.” 

“So is magata, yet you four have escaped the use of either.” | 
turned my evil eye onto Fergus. He would know who they were. “Give 
them back their names.” 

Fergus looked confused, unsure of the game. Qreyl was sliding 
toward the edge of a cliff, and | was worried about four former 
captives. | struggled to stand up, feeling the blood rush back into my 
head. 

Names were important; they were lighthouses in a land of hungry 
mists. They could curse or protect, and they could certainly invite a 
plague upon one’s soul. | was certain that the steward of House 
Behcet knew that better than anyone. He’d served the Damogir’s evil 
desires without question and had kept his name in doing so. For that, 
he owed plenty. 

| drew the dagger, Second Fang, my symbol of power in this land. It 
always had room for one more soul. “Tell me your full name, Fergus.” 

“lam Fergus Ordun Behcet. | am your uncle by blood, so put that 
weapon away.” 

| almost did, and that in itself was telling. The dagger remained 
pointed at his throat. 

“| won't ask again. What are their names?” 

Fergus pointed them out, “Tornil, Alwyn, Octur, and Kent. All of the 
bloodline Behcet.” 

Fergus seemed surprised by the result of his simple declaration. His 
words broke the spell over the young men, and they each seemed to 
breathe of their own accord. Formerly docile and lifeless, their faces 
now took on confused expressions as if waking up from a bad dream 
or perhaps walking into a nightmare. 


“Rifter, please escort Ayla along with these men and women out of 
the city. Find Pasco. Tell him that he needs to get everyone in Branoc 
a safe distance from Qreyl. The Horde could break loose at any 
moment.” 

Ayla took her travel pack from Rift as she eyed the women, each 
clean and wearing far more suitable clothes for travel than the night 
before. Ayla stood out like a courtesan caught in the rain, but it didn’t 
slow her down. “Ladies, keep your hands off of him. He’s mine.” 

Rift figured it out immediately. “Ayla, you’re not coming with us, are 
you?” 

Still looking for a place to change, she crossed her arms, “I'll be 
here when you get back.” 


Chapter 2 


Negotiations 


Rifter left in a hurry, his entourage in tow. He was freaked out by the 
odd twist in time that would occur as he crossed the threshold of the 
main gate. There was some bleed there, but nothing compared to the 
time dilation inside the city’s walls or that of the cyclone’s grasp around 
the inner hold. 

Buran and Dania returned with my travel pack. Among the 
assortment of empty claw-daggers and armor, there was a hellsword 
named Do’Roru. |lts name meant Eye of the Abyss, and it was 
priceless for the situation we were in. | placed it on the Infernal altar 
and pushed it through the Veil. 

Dania had her back to me, helping Ayla finish getting dressed, but 
she'd felt the pop of energy as | sent the weapon away. “Why are you 
sending away all of your swords? Don’t you remember the 
uncountable Horde outside our gate?” 

The Horde was most certainly countable. 

“There’s a score less than ten thousand according to Prince 
Kasaval, and I’m hoping for a return on my investments. In the 
meantime, | need to decide what to do with the citizens of Qreyl. 
Should we open the gates and try to send them all away?” 

Every demon in the Horde outside was once a citizen of Qreyl, but 
the city still held tens of thousands of plague-worn people. 

“You need to decide? Who died and made you the Damogir?” said 
Dania. 

“| thought | made that perfectly clear. The Damogir is still in charge. 
The Black Emperor too.” | drew Koki-Ten, and the fang-dagger 


seemed to push away the mist all around us. “They hold the Horde and 
the bitter cyclone in place, but | think they’re losing their grip.” 

“Why don’t you put that on the altar and send them all home?” 

“’'d need to put both daggers on the altar to do that.” | brought out 
the other fang-dagger, the one holding the lesser soul shard of Koki- 
Ten. “But as you just mentioned, I’ve already given away all of my 
swords, and | might want something on hand that can kill a Hell-knight 
like the one standing behind me.” 

Dania shrieked and backed away. Through the thinning mist, a tall, 
dark shape emerged from the Infernal altar, while behind Dania, other 
shapes began to appear. Do’Roru had been captured by my House. Its 
service came with a price, and it was time for the negotiations to 
proceed. 

“Do’Roru, the Horde hungers outside this city’s walls. | need a 
shepherd to guide them through the city, into this arena, and through 
the portal.” 

| pointed to the massive structure and the tiers of stands all around 
us. It could hold tens of thousands of well-controlled citizens. Surely, it 
could manage the grim parade of ten thousand fiends. 

Do’Roru didn’t seem impressed. “Gozan the Shepherd guides your 
spouse. She paid a blood price for his service, and so must you.” 

“| paid Gozan in wages of Black Fury. He drove the Horde as | 
commanded it.” 

“Blood or Fury will do, though as far as | can see, you have only one 
to offer. | will only accept your blood or that of your bloodline.” Do’Roru 
planted a tall, black sword in the arena’s turf to make his point. 

When it came to Fury, | was mostly empty. The Infernal spirit had 
been scoured from my soul in the night’s proceedings. “For a servant, 
you demand much.” 

The Hell-knight knew of my deal. The House of Hal-Raekorn must 
have informed Do’Roru as they reincarnated the beast on the far side 
of the Veil. 

“Firefanged, only one of us feels bitten by the trap. Make your 
choice.” 

The Infernal Warlord Hal-Raekorn had sent me the key to the 
puzzle that was Qreyl! but had tried to break it off in the lock. Infernal 


family rivalries being what they are, | shouldn’t have been surprised by 
the maneuver. They’d met their terms of the deal and were expecting 
me to meet mine. If they could extract another pound of flesh in the 
process, so be it. It would be their mistake. 

“I’m empty,” | said. “I’ve got nothing to give you. It has all been 
stolen away.” 

“You have flesh and blood.” 

“And you have a soul. Would you trade it for a favor?” 

“lam a weapon. | am in no need of favors.” 

“And yet you ask for one now, when you could have a far bigger 
reward at the end of the day.” 

Do’Roru wasn’t buying into any of my desperate arguments, 
“Firefanged, what is your offer? Blood or Fury?” 

“Fury, when the task is complete. And a chance at a new name, just 
like Gozan.” 

“lam Do’Roru. What name could hold more Fury than that?” 

“Firefanged,” | replied. 

The demon laughed in surprise. It thought my pockets were entirely 
empty, but the curse of Firefanged was a magnet for the Black. | had 
its full attention. 

“When the task is complete?” 

“Yes, when the task is complete. Fail, and we both go home with 
nothing.” 

“Where will you get the Black Fury?” 

“It’s locked in a vault, waiting for me to collect it.” 

“And where is the key to this vault?” 

“It’s in the caldera outside.” 

The Hell-knight thought it through. “I don’t want your name, but 
given a down payment, | will agree to the deal.” 

Do’Roru couldn't leave, but it wouldn’t act favorably without 
payment from House Storm. Around the arena, the fog continued its 
retreat, and several new faces came into view, some familiar, some 
not. 

Feth. 

“Pasco Gale, what brings you to town? And Rifter, did you get lost 
on the way out?” 


Behind Pasco, several more shadows lingered, and suddenly the 
trap grew that much more constricting. At least that’s how it felt for my 
heart as my sister, Runa Lundin, stepped into view. 

Runa stopped, unable to fathom her brother’s radically hale 
appearance or the blackened giant standing like a statue behind him. 
“Ara?” 

| strode forward, keeping her well out of the Hell-knight’s reach. 
“Runa, you shouldn't be here. The plague will eat away your heart.” 

“My heart was eaten away years ago. | had a brother once, and | 
will have him again before my life is gone completely.” 

| unbuckled the polished vambrace on my left forearm and held it 
out to her, saying, “You have your brother back.” 

Runa ignored the shiny steel and wrapped her arms around me. | 
did the same to her, letting her heart drive away even more of the fog. 
The fervor of her love withstood the test of time and the weight of the 
city around us. To her, the plague and the demons didn’t matter. She’d 
pay any price to restore what she had lost, and | captured her tears as 
payment in full. 

Behind Runa, Fever Harrow nudged his brother, “Methods.” 

Each Harrow carried a blackblade. Pasco Gale did as well, while 
the altar behind me remained empty. It wouldn’t be enough. 

“Who have you brought with you?” | said, hoping someone could 
explain the strangers waiting on the outskirts of our family gathering. 

Pasco Gale had the answer. “Delegates from Branoc, Monmouth, 
and Gaston. They want to know who died and left you in charge. Also, 
is that what | think it is?” 

“Yes, and everyone stays away from it. We're still negotiating a 
blood price.” 

Ayla and Dania moved closer to Rifter as if he’d be able to protect 
them from the Hell-knight. | would make sure it didn’t move an inch in 
anyone’s direction but mine. Its sword was a stake in the ground and 
an opening bid for what came next. 

Pasco made brief introductions. | was Ara Storm, Prince of Niantia, 
and the delegates, Masters Lyron, Prescot, and Cardil, represented 
the Dukes of Gaston, Monmouth, and the entire town of Branoc, 
respectively. The gate-town of Branoc lacked a lord-mayor, and Master 


Cardil was the customs steward that oversaw the flow of goods into 
Qreyl. Behind them, Fergus, the steward of House Behcet, lingered, 
watching the proceedings. 

| opened the bidding, “Gentlemen, your arrival is most timely. 
Please tell me your demands.” 

“Demands?” said Cardil. He’d been as much a slave to the Nantine 
Empire as anyone and had spent his life toiling in the shadow of the 
plague. 

“Master Lyron, perhaps you could start. I’m empowered to speak on 
behalf of the Damogir in all matters and look forward to meeting the 
Duke of Gaston.” 

Lyron seemed startled by the remark. The Hell-knight was having a 
chilling effect. | may have forgotten to explain to anyone where the 
Damogir had ended up, but | had a feeling that Fergus knew. 

Pasco remained blank-faced to one side. “Ara, | summoned the 
delegates, hoping that you would succeed in your mission. When Rifter 
emerged from Qreyl, we assumed that you had.” 

| glanced over my shoulder, “My mission is still far from over, as you 
can see. And the caldera outside is still full and growing more agitated 
by the minute. That said, | think it is the perfect time to negotiate the 
final fate of Niantia.” 

“The final fate?” said Lyron. 

“Yes. From this day forward, does Niantia live or die? Where does 
Gaston stand on the matter?” | held out my arms and took a step back, 
showing the fact that | was almost entirely unarmed. | wasn’t a threat, 
nor did | plan on making any. 

Master Prescot of Monmouth took the opening offered, “We want 
our freedom from the terror of the Get and the Damogir’s unending 
demands.” 

The Duke of Monmouth was concerned about the price of flesh and 
the minds of his citizens. It was a fair opening bid. 

| looked over at Fergus. “Weren’t the dukes of Monmouth and 
Gaston paid well for their services?” 

“Handsomely. It helped offset Master Prescot’s current concerns.” 

“What about Kelton?” 

“They were failing, and as such, couldn’t meet our quotas. They 


were cut off.” 

Fergus was a shrewd negotiator. I’d feel bad about killing him after 
all. 

“Master Lyron, what is the Duke of Gaston’s opinion?” 

“He would like to broker deals with entities beyond our borders in an 
attempt to rebuild our realm. We have plenty of wealth but not enough 
natural resources.” 

“Can Gaston defend our borders from mundane threats? Niantia is 
not admired by Bastian, Colivar, or Fugaku.” 

“Gaston can still provide a reasonable levy for defense, but the 
realm’s armies have been gutted. We will be vulnerable for years to 
come.” 

That much was certainly true. The realm of Niantia was an empty 
shell of its former self. The Prince of Niantia would be kept busy, 
keeping the wolves at bay. 

“Master Cardil, we have met before. How long ago was it?” 

“Eight months to the day,” Cardil bowed. 

If he hadn’t, | might have hit him. | looked at Dania, who shrugged. 
I'd been here for mere days, not months. 

“Master Cardil, please decide the fate of Niantia. Does it live or 
die?” 

Cardil had spent his life keeping Qreyl alive. It was only fitting that 
he made the final decision. 

Cardil offered us his practical wisdom, “This mist is lifting. Perhaps 
we wait and see what is left at the end of this day?” 

| agreed with his assessment. “Pasco, eight months. What have | 
missed?” 

“Much. Your House now holds the Citadel. Your sister Cressida is 
governor. Tumo and Jack never leave her side.” 

“Where is Sorrow?” | didn’t see my brother’s fang-dagger anywhere 
on his person. 

“It should be on its way home from Tannoo. The Fuga Crown was 
poisoned by the Black, and | thought it a sensible solution.” 

“What do you think of my sisters, Ayla and Runa?” 

Pasco had a certain clear sight ability that bordered on that of an 
inquisitor of the Order of the Vigil. “They are keeping you alive with the 


weight of a plague on your shoulders. | would count either one a queen 
in my world.” 

The Hell-knight behind me remained statue-still, waiting for its 
payment. It had all the leverage and could renege on a deal at any 
time by simply asking for more. He could call a thousand demons into 
the city and turn them loose if | didn’t pay. He wanted blood and 
sensed the options standing around me. Everyone with a name anda 
face, and a piece of my heart waited expectantly. 

“Fergus, who controls the city of Qreyl and the Emperor’s treasury?” 

“The House of Behcet,” said Fergus. “It must remain.” Knowing the 
Damogir’s deals and how the realm functioned, Fergus was likely the 
most powerful person in the realm. 

“Be more specific,” | said. 

“You will do it.” His tone spoke of ownership more than stewardship. 
He would not remain long in his current position. 

| took another step back and gripped the vertical blade of Do’Roru 
with my right hand. | squeezed it until my blood began to drip down the 
shaft, staining the sword. Do’Roru was marked, and so was I. Our deal 
was permanently sealed, whether the dark knight bargained for it or 
not. 

| handed the knight its weapon, “You will open a hole in the city’s 
western wall. There should be an old gate that you can use to bring in 
the Horde. Guide it home through the portal behind us.” 

The city’s western quarter was mostly empty. Its unused gate was 
the farthest from the one functioning gate and the warehouse district 
where all the city’s food was stored. If necessary, it would allow the 
residents to flee for their lives through the eastern gate and over the 
long causeway to safety. 

The three delegates were frozen, their eyes locked straight ahead. 
They knew that more negotiations were happening but couldn't 
decipher what was being said. The Hell-knight turned and strode off, 
angling for the nearest arena exit. 

“Fergus, we will talk further when this day is over. As to the 
delegates’ requests, all are granted, with the additional decree that 
Master Cardil is now Lord-Mayor of Branoctown. He will be amply 
funded for service to the city of Qreyl, and all of Branoc’s citizens will 


be given homes within these walls if they choose to remain here.” 

| didn’t yet know if Qreyl would still be standing once the cyclone 
cleared, but sensing the delegates’ skepticism, | realized they were in 
the perfect spot to witness the end of the world. It would provide the 
leverage needed to hold Niantia together in the long run. 

“Gentlemen, everyone, please wait up there in the viewing section. 
Any further agreements will only make sense once we free ourselves 
of the Infernal. Runa, Rifter, and Ayla, please sit with Pasco and the 
Harrows. | won't leave here without you.” 


Chapter 3 
The Fuse 


We took a seat and waited. The day would be cool, but for the first 
time in weeks, one could feel the sun. The fog was vanishing, and my 
need for distance went with it. 

Rifter wrapped my hand tightly in some bandages, and Ayla 
covered it in a raw silk scarf. The scarf was new, a gift from the 
Garden of the King in Maidenhall, and already stained. | knew the 
scent of Raven’s blood, roses speckled with myrrh, and it hit me harder 
than a Hell-knight’s sword. 

| began to sweat beneath the chill of the day. | focused on Ayla, 
“Raven paid a heavy price, didn’t she?” 

Ayla nodded and gripped Rifter’s hand. 

Runa grabbed my chin, steering me away from the messenger. 
“Stop that. You’re scaring her.” 

“This scarf has my wife’s blood on it.” 

“And now, | have your blood on me. Who should | kill?” Runa held 
up her one good arm, ready to fight all comers. The First Fang of the 
Damogir had taken her left arm at the elbow in my absence. 

Due to my absence. 

The steel vambrace Runa wore was far too big, and it soun around 
on her wrist. Before | knew it, | wasn’t the only one trying not to laugh 
and failing miserably. | hugged Runa, letting go of hundreds if not 
thousands of pent-up regrets I’d collected over the past year. | couldn’t 
tell Runa that the First Fang, a beast named Careck, had died along 
with his blade. She was the sanest part of my bloodline. Her lack of 
any curse and seeming obliviousness to the effects of the Infernal 


plague astounded me. 

In the distance, hundreds and thousands of demons tramped 
toward the arena. They moved in a loose column, much like they’d 
done for years outside the city walls. Fifty yards to our right, a section 
of arena wall toppled inward, showering the turf with stones and 
chunks of wood. The first demons, led by a swarm of giant hideous 
ants, scampered through the gaping hole and walked straight across 
the field toward the demonic portal. Once citizens of Qreyl, there was 
nothing remotely human about them. | hoped their original souls would 
return home soon enough. 

At the first sight of the Horde, Runa and Dania began to weep, and 
it was all we could do to calm them, whispering that it would be OK. 
Neither woman had ever been this close to a demon, let alone this 
many. Runa frantically placed her heavy vambrace back onto my left 
arm and tightened its straps while | tightened my mental grip on 
Do’Roru, making sure the knight didn’t slip up. 

The Hell-knight stood beside the altar with my blood still clinging to 
its sword. The parade of lesser demons streamed past it, disappearing 
in a burst on their way to Oblivion. 

“Pasco, Fever, Fell, please be ready.” | drew out a fang-dagger, just 
in case, knowing that Koki-Ten had as much riding on the success of 
today’s parade as | did. 

The Harrows stood guard in front of the others while | slipped over 
the viewing rail and back onto the pitch. | crouched down and waited, 
calling upon Mad-Jakk, the death-demon in my ring, to be ready for a 
fight. Being aware of the immense threat that chittered and screeched 
in a stifling parade only thirty yards away, we remained cloaked, 
watching the Infernal fuse as it ran down. 

The dagger with the imprisoned souls of the Prince and the 
Damogir remained in its sheath behind my back. I'd drawn the other 
more familiar fang-blade. The shard of Koki-Ten that it carried was 
smaller, more manageable, but equally as lethal as Second Fang. It 
would do the trick. 

Acting like both a beggar and a hawk, | watched the altar for any 
sign of a return on my investment. Hours had gone by, along with 
thousands of demons. Do’Roru hadn’t moved since his return from the 


west gate. It wouldn't leave until it was paid in Black Fury, one of the 
currencies of Hell. I'd considered waiting for the final few dozen 
demons and harvesting them on the way out. That would certainly 
replenish my stores of Black energy, but it would also put my family at 
risk. 

The arena was the perfect venue for more focused battles and one- 
on-one fights, not broad, chaotic brawls. Access into the upper tiers of 
seating was far too easy. With less than a hundred demons on hand 
and the threat to the continent gone, it happened. Ignored by the 
demons marching home, a familiar weapon appeared in the sizable 
urn. From where | crouched, | could hear its war cry. Its unbridled rage 
rang in defiance like an infant left unattended a moment too long. | 
stood and got in line, bringing up the rear of the column of fiends. 

| called up into the tiers, “Master Cardil, what is the count?” 

“Three score and one less than ten thousand.” 

Only a few dozen demons had ignored the Hell-knight’s call and 
slipped away. Reaching out around me, circling the city with my 
senses, | felt nothing. The lack of both predators and prey signaled the 
next step was at hand. 

| approached the Hell-knight, “Do’Roru, you have done your job 
well. House Storm commends you for your efforts.” 

Do’Roru waited, not offering a response. It was bound in place, 
unable to escape through the portal and unable to lash out at my 
family or me. Until | paid the beast, it would remain a statue, caught in 
the snare of Firefanged. 

| didn’t dare touch the sword in the urn; the familiar shrieks of my 
former Broadsword Exile rang like a warning bell in my mind. To 
accept it would be the vilest act of infidelity. Instead, | placed two 
daggers in the bottom of the urn and pushed each one through with an 
identical puff of psychic wind. The death-demon Koki-Ten was sent 
home in its entirety. Our long-standing deal had been fulfilled. 

As with every Black deal in my world, the pact’s ending was less 
than satisfying. With the parade of demons and the two menacing 
fang-daggers gone, | enjoyed the relative peace and quiet with a sense 
of relief. Still, the vacant urban landscape remained stunted in my 
mind. 


The Infernal plague remained unchanged. It hadn’t disappeared. Its 
continued existence was troubling, if not unexpected. Something else 
was holding it in place. 

| tried to cover my doubts, explaining the moment to Do’Roru, “| 
always pay my debts.” 

If only Hell-knights could shrug. 

| took a step back from the altar and searched for patience. It wasn’t 
anywhere to be found. With each moment that passed, another day, a 
week, maybe a month disappeared from the world beyond Qreyl, and 
for the first time in years, | stood without a weapon, knowing only one 
that would suit. 

| contemplated hellfire at the doorway out, knowing | would never 
leave. Like Do’Roru in his fugue, | was a statue looking to be paid, and 
throughout it all, the unreal plague didn’t end. The Infernal cyclone 
continued to spin, blanketing the city around us in a silent pall of 
nonexistence. The plague visions in my head remained locked behind 
pain-filled bars, still waiting for their chance to lash out again, while up 
in the viewing stands, my family and the delegates waited in confusion, 
wondering if it was over. 

It wasn't. 

| stuck my head into the urn, checking to be sure, and there at the 
bottom sat a fang-dagger, Sorrow’s twin, still soeckled with my blood. 
Being certain that it had made the trip through the Veil and back, | 
picked it up and felt the tortured throes of hundreds. The cries weren't 
as painful as the demonic portal as it exploded outward, spewing a 
ripbon of hellfire. 

Feth. 

| went flying one way, the dagger another. Hal-Raekorn, a House of 
War incarnate, surged from the portal and landed on the field of battle. 
We both roared but for far different reasons. 

Scourged by the hellfire, | rolled across the turf in a feeble attempt 
to escape. In the times I’d met hellfire before, it had scalded my soul 
and imparted a pain like no other. In the city of Qreyl, it tore into my 
skin as if | were being struck by an endless bolt of lightning or branded 
with the world’s longest name. | flailed, desperately fighting for my next 
breath. 


Hal-Raekorn snatched Exile from its place on the altar and took off 
the head of Do’Roru in a brutal backhanded swipe. 

The warlord’s voice rattled the far walls of the huge arena, 
“Welcome to my world!” 

| hoped the sonic blast served as a warning to everyone in the city. 
Turn the wagons around and get the feth out. 

The demonlord stretched out its empty hand, grasping for my 
reality. The blast of hellfire retreated, drawn in by its pull, and my 
screams became murderous pleas for Pasco to hustle everyone a safe 
distance away. Thankfully, Pasco had already locked onto the Harrows 
and was chasing my family toward the gaping exit at the arena’s far 
end. 

Hal-Raekorn towered above me. With its helm and horns, it was at 
least eight feet tall and easily three times my weight. It had found a 
way out of Oblivion and was locking down its new estate. “You have 
something of mine, soul brother!” 

The barriers in my mind were present to keep him out as much as 
they were to keep the plague visions safely locked away. We fought 
over who owned the pain and the Fury until my inner defenses 
shattered, and the plague visions, like keys to the city, rushed forth into 
Hal-Raekorn. The contract was sealed in the warlord’s favor. 

“You owe me for breaking that knight,” | coughed. Had it remained 
in full form, Do’Roru might have bought me some time, but who was | 
kidding? | always worked alone. 

The face of Yseria Warric, my former bodyguard, flashed through 
my mind. If she was here, I’d be chasing her away as well. It wasn’t 
that long ago that I’d almost broken Yser on a hellishly difficult trip, and 
| hoped she forgave me for it, wherever she might be. 

The warlord emitted a howling laugh, “This is my domain, but thank 
you for paying the price.” 

“We had a deal, and | was here first.” | managed to stand and 
started to backpedal away under the oppressive weight of the plague 
and its new owner. Once part of Hal-Raekorn, | now had my own 
House to defend. 

The eye of the cyclone basked a mere dozen yards away, and 
Qreyl had never felt anything like this. My head wanted to explode. 


The skin on my neck and torso screamed, and for the first time in 
forever, | was scared. Oblivion had arrived, staring me in the face, and 
my heart was nowhere to be found. 

Where had it gone? Why wasn’t it here to guide me? 

Hal-Raekorn advanced, herding me toward the side wall of the 
arena. “I’ve kept our deal, little brother. Too bad you won't be around 
to enjoy it.” 

The broadsword looked more like a knife in the warlord’s hand, and 
with its limited reach, my rival had to come closer to hit me. Still, it 
would only take one good swing to end this story in the worst possible 
way. 

With Hal-Raekorn focused on me, | was edging away from my 
family as they disappeared out the east end of the arena. This wasn’t 
their fight. Somewhere up in the viewing stands, | had a few empty 
claw-daggers, but with their five-inch blades, the weapons wouldn't 
suffice. Maybe, if | scored a few hundred hits on the demonlord without 
any payback, I’d take him down. Even with Madad-Jak in my ring, | 
wasn’t nearly that fast and never that lucky. 

My first thought was to stall. If Pasco could get my family out 
through the city’s eastern gate, the time difference would give them all 
the head start they’d need to get clear and never come back. 

“How much did it cost you to get here?” | said. 

“Nothing. Between you and Kasaval, my passage was paid in full. 
Now, hold still so | can properly thank you.” Hal-Raekorn had traded 
the power of the massive Horde for the chance to reign over a nascent 
cycle in the Outer Domain. There was only one obstacle standing in its 
way. 

| could say it was a surprise, if only to explain away my poor 
position and dwindling hope of survival, but it had been the plan all 
along. Some deals are explicit, while others are implied. Unfortunately, 
somewhere, someone had shorted me a weapon. 

Feth. 

Having only one threat to eliminate, Hal-Raekorn was doing its best 
to press the issue. | pushed off of the arena wall, ducking an air- 
cracking swipe of Exile, and that led me to my second thought. Out of 
the corner of my eye, | caught a glimpse of salvation peering over the 


lip of the altars urn. The distraction almost cost me everything as the 
demonlord’s massive foot sent me flying sideways into another frantic 
roll across the field. As | came to a stop and scrambled to my feet, | 
had a better view of the altar, and now the urn was empty. 

Feth. 

It was all | could do to dodge the furious warblade and suffer its 
taunts. | had carried the glaive too long; the weapon was almost family 
and a horribly fitting way for me to die. | kept trying to edge toward the 
smoldering carcass of Do’Roru and its waiting hellsword. Still, Hal- 
Raekorn was wise to the maneuver and able to cut me off, forcing me 
closer and closer to the arena’s opposite wall. 

The warlord attacked from every angle, “Firefanged, you’ve been 
abandoned and hung out to dry. Why don’t you accept it?” 

“You didn’t, so why should |?” 

“| had an out, a soul-brother on the other side of the Veil, pointing 
my way to freedom. Now, hold still so | can thank him.” 

The connection between us seemed to betray all of our intentions, 
and | used the link to predict every violent move that the warlord made. 
| wasn’t getting anywhere but exhausted, which, when you think about 
it, was still far better than dead. I’d been on this path for far too long to 
abandon it now, with the battle hanging in the balance. 

From up in the stands behind me, a surprisingly familiar voice called 
out, “Are you looking for this?” 

It didn’t sound like a taunt. 

| could feel the man’s utter confusion, but | didn’t dare look up. | 
didn’t dare try to speak. Instead, | reached out, searching for a 
connection to the newly arrived presence. Hal-Raekorn had claimed 
everything in Qreyl, but | still held my own. House Storm was mine to 
defend until oblivion overtook us. The stranger up in the stands shared 
my blood, and our connection was sealed by a curse. | was a beggar, 
and the other man felt compelled to throw me a coin. 

| dove away from the wall and rolled again, twisting and springing 
backward as a blackblade sailed through the air. | caught the weapon 
with my bloody right hand, and it felt familiar, like a cold morning wind 
waking me from a nightmare. 

The long blade flowed downward, blocking Exile’s next strike, and | 


caught the aggressive beast on its front foot. With a snap of my wrist, 
the blackblade slashed upward across its face, taking off a good chunk 
of its nose. 

Staggering back in surprise, Hal-Raekorn roared, “That brood 
bitch!” 

Using the warlord’s distracted rage, | stole a position in the middle 
of the field and drew the beast away from the nearest wall. Behind it, a 
well-dressed man dropped down from the viewing tiers and ran toward 
the heavy, two-handed blade of Do’Roru. It was the Damogir. 


Chapter 4 


The Returns 


| had doubted myself for far too long. Having lost my identity at the 
age of seven, | didn’t know if | was a prince, a demon, or an impostor 
on all counts. With a demonlord raging at its inability to kill me, | settled 
on the surest moniker of all. | was Firefanged, and this hellbeast was 
the fraud. It was time to call its bluff. 

As a Black sorcerer, I'd been drained empty, but as a demon-slayer, 
| was fully equipped to finish the job. The weight of the pall and the 
stabs and slashes of Exile never let up, but with each block, | took a 
tiny piece of Black energy as payment. The demonlord grunted and 
roared but failed to respond in any intelligible manner as it sought 
control of its newfound domain. 

It still pulled energy from me, but with each counterstrike and each 
new wound it received, the Black Fury that powered its existence 
leaked from its grasp and flowed back into my being. Slowly, the tug- 
of-war swung in my favor, and the desperation moved to the warlord’s 
side of the arena. 

| built new walls to stem the demon’s constant assault on my soul. It 
was my turn to vent, “Exile is the first step toward freedom, and yet you 
choose to be enslaved by another cycle? You wear your chains too 
well.” 

Hal-Raekorn replied with a long-standing lament, “There is only one 
rule in Hell. The Cycle never ceases.” It hesitated, realizing the trap. 
Spitting the blood out of its mouth, the demon sang its final note, “I'll 
break that blade when you're dead.” 

“Only then,” | agreed. 


Without a heart, the House of War could never change its mind nor 
hold any world apart. Like Pestilence, it would find that out the hard 
way. 

My handsome half-brother did his best to harry Hal-Raekorn’s 
backside, but for the most part, he’d been ignored. Finally, one solid 
chop with the bulky hellsword earned him an angry hoof in the chest 
and a collision with the arena’s nearest wall. 

The distraction allowed me to sever the warlord’s sword arm at the 
elbow, but the warlord simply caught the blade in its other hand before 
the evil weapon ever touched the ground. Black blood leaked out of its 
limb at an alarming rate, the turf sizzling with each drop. 

| wielded far more than a blade of kings. The Kjaira enforcer in my 
sword augmented the one in my ring as well as my own checkered 
soul. As a curse of the highest order, Firefanged was always a magnet 
for the Black. That was its secret and its power. 

Hal-Raekorn had simply stolen the rewards through its backdoor 
connection to my soul, sharing nothing with its other half. Now, 
banking in my world, the demonlord couldn’t hold on to its wealth. It 
should have hedged when it had the chance. 

Always the aggressor, my rival found itself losing with every 
attempted strike. | could anticipate and counter its every move. With 
the unreal speed and better reach of my blackblade, | half-severed its 
knee, leaving it fighting more for balance than anything else, and the 
Black Fury ran even faster from its wounds. 

| moved laterally, forcing it to pivot and reverse course with every 
exchange. Soon, it was tearing apart what little was left of its knee joint 
and slowing to a halt. 

With the outcome no longer in doubt, | took my time—reclaiming 
every shred of Fury owed—as | carved the demon apart. In the end, 
the warlord’s head bounced across the turf, barely escaping the fall of 
its massive body. 

In killing the demonlord, I'd taken more than a pound of flesh. | was 
flush with power. The Black was beyond mad as it danced through my 
being. 

The cyclone lingered, waiting on a new owner, one with the power 
to carry it beyond defeat. | screamed at the plague, cursing it for its 


purpose and the harm it had done. Masterless, it found only weapons 
and a cold wind—neither was strong enough to hold it in place. 

| put Exile back into the urn and pushed it through the Veil. The two 
souls it contained were a stain on my reality. Prizes of the High Prince, 
they belonged elsewhere. Having watched the weapon disappear, | 
thought about climbing into the urn and following the broadsword 
home, but | had debts to pay first. 

Do’Roru lay where it fell near the middle of the field. | dumped the 
bulk of my hard-earned Fury into the hellsword as payment for a job 
well done. It was a desperate effort to straighten out my mind. The 
vault of Black energy had arrived as promised, bringing with it the Mad 
Black bane of my existence, and | did my best to shed its heartless 
load. Another deal completed, the hellsword went home through the 
Veil, but | couldn't shake the feeling that it had taken a part of me with 
it. 

| found the fang-dagger lying forgotten on the ground nearby. It had 
been a prison for a shard of Koki-Ten, and now it held a troupe of 
human souls. | could feel the murmurs of untold brothers and sisters, 
each lost in a realm beyond their comprehension. Koki-Ten had taken 
their ability to feel and to think but had returned that which was eternal. 
Their existence remained, bound to the world in which they were born. 

The arena was silent, spent, and yet the city around me coughed. 
My world spun on a different axis and at a different rate than before. A 
cold winter's sun poured down its strange light. Hearts and minds by 
the thousands, now unmasked, awakened in the distance. The plague 
was gone. The long night hand ended, leaving only anger and shame 
as a reminder to us all. | crouched down, bowing my head at the 
weight of life and the gasp of a new beginning. 

The altar stood empty and obsolete, and yet the urn beckoned. 
Within its outer shell, another cyclone existed, a cycle beyond the Veil. 

My blackened and wounded half sought to quell its pain. It urged 
me to place a hand on the lip. It would only take a nudge to step 
through and be gone, and no one would ever find me again. Across my 
neck and torso, a wave of agony reminded me of the embrace of 
hellfire that awaited me there. From the very beginning, I'd felt its 
incomprehensible bite goading me on. 


Beyond that pain, | couldn’t think. | couldn't feel anything but 
shame. | closed my eyes and rested, leaning against the cold gray urn 
and begging for a reprieve. A jolt of energy passed through my body, 
and the urn split apart, shattering into pieces. | took one shard and 
dashed it into the wall, followed by another and another. Somewhere in 
the senseless act, | found relief. 

Reaching through our permanent link, | touched the mind of my 
aunt. Her nocturnal lifestyle left her asleep in the late afternoon in 
Maidenhall. | brushed my lips against hers and tickled her nose to 
announce my sudden arrival. 

“You're tickling the wrong part of my body if you want to wake me 
up,” she said. My aunt enjoyed herself far too much at my expense. 
“Where have you been?” 

“In Hell,” | replied. 

“You look like it. Seems painful and far colder than | expected.” 

“Laila, | need help.” 

The winter chill was a boon on the burns of my skin, but my 
surrogate aunt sensed the damage that | carried inside. 

“Tell me something | don’t know. What should | do?” 

“Tell Lynda and Tila that the Horde and the Infernal plague in Qreyl 
are gone. Tell them | need Hart or Jillian Stone to find me before it’s 
too late. Tell them that standing orders still apply.” 

“Am | dreaming?” 

“No. Am 1?” 

“No. Did Ayla find you?” 

“Yes. She’s OK. She’s got a boyfriend.” 

“Tell me his name isn’t Bear Keller.” 

| almost laughed, “No, it’s Rifter Gaines, the son of the boss in 
Hamport. You'll like him.” 

“Did she tell you about Raven?” 

“Ayla gave me a bloody scarf. Should | be worried?” 

“Yes.” 

“Where’s Rae?” 

“She isn’t in Maidenhall. Find her.” With that order, Laila climbed out 
of bed and severed our connection. 

Another tingle struck me, pawing at my attention. The blood on my 


palm trickled along the blackblade, and such was my self-loathing that 
| couldn’t allow myself to set it down. I’d found myself another weapon. 
| whispered through the fog of my mind, “What is your name?” 

“Rei-Seeck. You’ve met my sisters. One guides your heart.” 

“What took you so long to get here?” 

“There are limits set forth by the High Prince and a balance to be 
maintained.” 

“Will you remain with me?” 

“| am a jealous blade. Can you abide by wielding only one?” 

“Yes,” | said. “This sword was forged for another. We will remake it 
together.” 

“| hear its whispers. It longs for home.” 

“So do |.” 

“Ara?” A distant voice carried on the wind. 

Looking up, | found a stranger approaching across the empty field, 
holding out her hand. 

“Who are you?” | said. 

The girl had pale brown eyes and bordered on womanhood. She 
moved with a certainty and a grace that I’d not seen before, and her 
presence required my full attention. “I’ve come to collect you. My name 
is Cat.” 

Her hand wavered, waiting on my response. 

“Please forgive me, Miss. | don’t mean to scare you.” | still clutched 
the sword and thought it rude, but it was a jealous blade. Its hilt fit my 
hand like no other. 

The woman looked around as if begging for help. She reached out 
and gently placed her palm on my cheek, finding a spot that wasn’t 
burned. “Ara, come back to me. | forgive you.” 

“| left you behind?” 

“You were protecting me.” 

“From whom?” 

“From yourself.” 

“And yet, you want me to come back?” | had an even better grip on 
self-pity than | had on reality at that moment. “You, you’re not even 
real.” 

To see this woman at this moment, at my worst, was unfair, but it 


had always been this way. She stroked her hand along the side of my 
neck, reminding me of the seared flesh that would be ruining my sleep 
for months to come. 

| jumped up and backed away, hissing, “This is my nightmare. You 
shouldn't be here.” 

“It was always ours to share,” she said, tilting her head. The side of 
her neck was burned like mine. Her bloodshot eyes spoke of too many 
tears and too little sleep. 

My blackblade had fallen on the ground between us. It remained, as 
did the girl. 

“How did you get here?” | said. 

“Cynan brought me, and your brother Pasco showed us the way.” 
She pointed over her shoulder to two significant men. 

| blinked and cried out, “You—you’re real?” 

She nodded, and her chin began to quiver, shattering my walls. | 
rushed forward and caught her up in my arms, soaking in her familiar 
pain. | kissed her hair and clung to her for dear life. Cat’s presence 
wrenched me back from the edge. 

| whispered, “I would have found you in the end,” but neither of us 
really believed that. 

“That wasn’t soon enough for me. Or Cynan.” 

“I told you not to break him.” 

“Not my fault,” she said. “And the coffee shipments were running 
behind.” 

We laughed and wept at that. | kissed the tears from her eyes, 
tasting the salt. It was proof of our lasting bond and a stake in the 
ground at the beginning of a new path. 

Without letting go of Cat’s hand, | waved to Cynan and Pasco. 
“Pasco, | see you’ve met Cynan the Black. Watch out for that 
longsword of his.” 

Pasco handed me Rei-Seeck, “This one seems even more 
dangerous than when | saw it last.” 

| tucked the blade into its sheath on my back. “It holds a brood 
sister, but not an alpha.” 

“And Miss Ramsey?” 

“Cat is certainly an alpha and my best friend. She’s also a Vigil of 


the Order in Colivar, come to collect what is owed.” 

Pasco pointed to the far side of the arena, where the Damogir’s 
former body lay motionless, “What about him?” 

We surrounded the fallen man. Koki-Ten had captured his two 
warring souls the night before, leaving only an empty shell on the floor 
of the South Tower. That he was here, now, seemed impossible. 

With the blade Rei-Seeck in my hand, | prodded the body, “Anyone 
in there?” 

The voice of Koki-Ten sounded in my head, “Firefanged, | have left 
you a gift. Consider us even.” 

| knew the voice of the alpha Kjaira like | knew the color of my hair. 
A chill ran down my spine as | realized | would miss it after all. 
“Consider us even, Koki-Ten.” 

Moaning in pain, the man began to stir. He spat and clawed at the 
wall behind him in an attempt to sit up, saying, “Who the feth is Koki- 
Ten?” 

His voice and clothing matched that of the previous night. 

| placed the tip of Rei-Seeck beneath his chin, “Who the feth are 
you?” 

He slapped the blade away, “My name is Careck. Did you kill that 
fethin’ beast?” 

| backed away as the arena around me began to spin. 

Cat grabbed my arm, “Ara, are you OK? You look like you’ve seen a 
ghost.” 

The young man struggled to his feet. As the former shell of the 
Damogir, he boasted rugged good looks, blue-gray eyes, and pale 
blonde hair. He seemed as confused as the rest of us, “Why do you 
look so familiar?” 

“I’m your brother. My name is Ara Storm.” 

“I’m Careck. | don’t have a last name. Is this where the Blood 
Challenge happens?” 

“Not anymore.” 

“I’m too late?” 

“No. You were right on time.” 

“Maybe you can tell me the color of the horse that kicked me.” 

| pointed to the smoldering heap of a giant halfway across the field, 


“It was pure Black.” 

The city of Qreyl tingled like a limb with fresh blood running through 
it. The sensations grew into a clamoring of humanity that, when 
combined with the arrival of Cat and Careck, completely overwhelmed 
me. 

Sensing my continuing troubles, Pasco guided us over to the tiers of 
benches. “Ara, why don’t you sit down for a bit.” 

Cat held my hand, watching with curiosity. 

| offered Careck the fang-dagger. “Take this and tell me what you 
feel.” 

“Is that a relic of the Damogir?” 

“No, the Damogir is dead and gone. The relics of Koki-Ten remain 
empty. This fang carries a different brood.” 

Careck held the blade. He bore a mind even more isolated than 
mine and was entirely unsettled by the attention of the life threads 
within the fang. “It's a weapon, and yet it calls to me. Why does it do 
that?” 

“It contains the souls of your brothers and sisters. Victims of the 
Blood Challenge or the Emperor’s Touch. All killed or enslaved by the 
Damogir and his Infernal contract.” 

Careck looked up, “I count myself lucky to have avoided such a 
fate.” 

| stared into his eyes and searched his emotions for the truth of that 
statement. Careck was being honest, and his soul lacked any twist. 
Only the Damogir’s curse remained, woven into his blood and mine. 

| looked at Pasco, and he nodded in agreement. 

“How?” | said. 

“How, what?” said Careck. 

| could perceive the pain blanketing his left side. “How are your 
rips?” 

“They'll heal.” He wouldn’t let so much as a grimace escape across 
his handsome face, and my mind itched at his misplaced deception. 

| poked him in the side with my finger. 

He recoiled at the jolt of pain, “What the feth was that for?” 

“| was just checking to make sure you were real.” 

“Do you have trouble with reality?” 


“All the time. Think you can help me with that?” 

“What do you need me to do?” 

“| need a bodyguard. Someone | can trust. Someone that won’t 
pretend they’re fine when they’re broken.” 

Sure, | was a total hypocrite in that regard. 

“Anything else?” 

| held up Cat’s strong hand. “I have sisters. | answer to them before 
anyone else. Can you do the same?” 

“| had an older sister once. The Damogir took her and never gave 
her back.” 

“Did you ever get over it?” 

“| was angry for a long time. Now, I’m not sure how | feel. 
Everything seems different.” 

“Everything is different.” 

He pointed to the center of the field, “How did you end up in here 
fighting that?” 

| shrugged. “There are more ugly fights in my future, but hopefully 
none that brutal.” 

Cat looked ready to drag me off by the ear at that admission. She 
grimaced, “Ara, do you plan on surviving any of them?” 

| had a long list, and it only held half of my troubles. | hadn’t gotten 
the full reports yet from Pasco and Ayla, and in a city where moments 
could become months, | was sure there were plenty of challenges 
waiting on my return. 

“Of course. Why do you think I’m recruiting a bodyguard before 
anything else?” 

“Your hair has returned to a familiar brown, and you almost look 
your age. For that alone, I'll forgive you.” 

| gathered Cat in a hug as she crossed her arms. | whispered in her 
ear, “I love you, too.” 

She didn’t push me away. | pulled gently on her burning pain, 
drawing it out until she sighed in relief. The hellfire was a reminder of 
our connection and the evil that lurked beyond the Veil. With the pain 
came clarity of mind. 

“What happened to the Damogir?” said Pasco. 

“| sent him through the Veil with the Black Prince. That’s when the 


other demonlord made its move, trying to usurp the cyclone here.” 

Careck found all the certainty he needed in my remark and held out 
his hand, “I’m your man.” 

| introduced Careck to my companions. “Careck, keep the fang- 
dagger for now but be careful how you wield it. Folks might react badly 
at its sight.” 

“They might think I’m a Get of the Damogir?” 

“Yes, or worse. They might think you’re the Damogir and tear us all 
apart.” 

As we climbed into the viewing stands to collect my travel pack, a 
fresh wind swirled about the arena. With the Infernal plague and its 
heart-deadening pall eradicated, we still had to deal with the results. | 
struggled to acclimate to the newfound life force of Qreyl. Tens of 
thousands of survivors were waking up, discovering a heart ill-used 
and hungering for more. 

“Are you still in there?” Cat had seen the brief smile on my face and 
had watched it disappear. 

| didn’t remember sitting down on the bench. “Yes, and I’ve asked 
Laila for help.” 

“Are you sure you’re not an impostor in Ara Storm’s body?” 

“No, I’m not sure.” | smiled again, hiding my worry. 

“Ara, | experienced the plague. | felt the entire battle and its end. 
You were never here alone.” Cat pulled down the collar of her shirt, 
showing off a mess of burned flesh still healing. She would be scarred 
for life. 

My grip on Cat’s hand was the lifeline that would get me to the next 
day and maybe beyond it. Knowing that she’d been with me every step 
of the way offered both comfort and shame. 

“Will you remain with me?” 

Cynan Black loomed over us as if making Cat’s point. The Paladin 
was her wall to lean on. “Ara, don’t lose sight of the good you’ve done. 
We will see you home.” 

Careck pointed down to the field. Led by House Steward Fergus 
Behcet, a growing crowd circled the smoldering corpses of the Infernal 
warlord and the Hell-knight. Pasco pointed up at us, and | couldn't tell 
if the pitch forks were about to be handed out. Pasco would get his 


soon enough. 

| nodded to my bodyguard, “Careck, before we go, | need to tell you 
a few things, the first being that I’m the self-anointed Prince of Niantia, 
and there won’t be another Emperor, no matter what that well-dressed 
man below says.” 

“Who left you in charge?” 

“You did by dying on my blade.” 

“Oh.” Careck went from following to lost in a blink. He’d get over it 
more quickly than I. 

“| took the slot of Second Fang when | wiped out the Get of the 
Damogir. | destroyed the First Fang last after abusing it to the very 
end.” 

“You abused a demon?” Careck looked at me as if | was insane. 

The Blood Challenge was a culling of the weak and an ascension of 
the strong. The First Fang had been daunting, a combination of 
powerful souls, that of Careck and the alpha death-demon Koki-Ten. 

“Yes. A shard of a demon wearing your original body and using your 
name. As First Fang, you were a most formidable beast.” 

Careck seemed to take the news as an insult, “I wasn’t there to 
enjoy it. Did you?” 

“The demon was utterly convincing, and my rage almost destroyed 
me, much as it is doing now. Did | mention that | have plenty of trouble 
with unreality, too?” 

Careck pointed into the arena. “The unreality down there seemed to 
have trouble with you. What was that?” 

“A warlord that came to claim the city and rule its own Infernal 
domain.” 

“A warlord?” 

“Looking at it another way, it was my brother, and we had some 
things to sort out.” 

“Like we’re brothers?” 

“Yes, like the souls in that fang-dagger. Each one is a brother or 
sister of ours, stolen and abused, but only you came back whole. You 
are beyond unique in that regard, so please don’t waste the gift.” 

“Who wore this body before me?” 

“The Damogir. The Behcet House Steward down there might try to 


make you the Emperor.” 

“Feth that. I've already got a job.” 

“You've also got a family, and we need to find them before we do 
anything else.” 


Chapter 5 


Lost Time 


We didn’t make it past Fergus and the visiting delegates. | could tell 
that they were suitably impressed by the results of the day’s 
happenings, immensely so. You couldn’t be in the city or anywhere 
near it and not feel the change. 

Sliding back into the role of a Nantine Prince, | made my intentions 
clear. I'd come to Qreyl to remove the Infernal cyclone, and it was 
gone. Beyond that, there was an entire realm to salvage and a 
thousand things to sort for the future of Niantia. | would leave that 
endeavor to those most able to do it. 

Pasco Gale was appointed as the Prince Regent of Niantia, the 
holder of Qreyl and Branoctown. He had the eye and the soul of a 
shepherd, one that fights for his sheep. He was the only one | could 
trust completely. The delegates from Monmouth and Gaston agreed. 
Noting my prohibition of any future emperor, their dukes would remain 
in support of the larger realm. 

Fergus was part of the old regime. While his soul remained 
untouched by the reach of the Black, he would continue to serve as the 
Steward of House Behcet. He’d gotten his wish for a scion to rule in 
Niantia and would obey the Prince Regent in all matters. Dania the 
Gray would remain as holder of the Lower Districts of Qreyl, and 
Master Cardil would be anointed as Lord-Mayor of Branoctown. 

With everyone’s attention, | offered a few more demands, the first 
being the destruction of all Infernal altars and the prohibition of any 
Black deals. The second required the funding and permanent standing 
of the Order of the Vigil in Niantia. For the Order’s main outpost, | 


selected the Queen’s Hold due to its central location. The Order would 
train those in Niantia that wanted to join the fight against the demonic 
interlopers. 

Qreyl had always been rich in resources from its undercity mining 
operations. Hoping to bolster several neglected cities, | decreed 
special funding for Kelton, Branoc, the Queen’s Hold, and Citadel. 
Keeping watch over the southern border, Citadel had become a 
holding of House Storm under the banner of Fugaku. Still, with funding 
from both sides of the border, the remote city would remain neutral in 
any conflicts between the neighboring realms. It would bolster and 
protect the critical eastern trade routes running down through the Akio 
Valley. 

Lastly, every lord-mayor or duke was required to provide food and 
shelter to any of the Damogir’s offspring that arrived in their domain. | 
would visit each duke soon enough and expected them to spread the 
word that the Get of the Damogir were gone for good. | didn’t expect to 
meet many new brothers or sisters, but there was always a chance. 

I’d been born with the soul of a warlord. | wasn’t looking to become 
Emperor. My role as Prince would be limited to protecting Niantia from 
threats of all colors, be they Black, Gray, Silver, or Gold. 

The delegates were relieved when they understood the scope of my 
rules and my role. The Damogir had driven all of the major decisions 
for the realm, and | figured anyone with a functioning heart could do a 
far better job. Until | had one, | would leave all the details up to the true 
survivors. 

Nearing the end of the discussion, | could feel my princely mask 
slipping. The hellfire had burned me inside and out, and the vicious 
battle with the warlord had dragged me over the edge. 

| was bone tired and hungry. “Pasco, where’s my family, and 
where’s Sorrow?” 

Pasco drew out the familiar fang-blade named for the death-demon 
shard within it. “Dak Hays and Hani Thule used it on the Sovereign of 
Fugaku. The Crown had been poisoned with a dose of the Black.” 

That bit of news added to my list. I'd fought long and hard for 
standing in the Fuga Court and felt it was time to end any roadblocks 
that might remain. 


| held out my left palm, and Sorrow bit it hard. A flood of Black 
corruption poured forth in a fetid cloud, pushing everyone back. The 
dagger consumed it, and the ruinous pressure on my mind eased. 

“Did it work?” | coughed. 

“With Sovereign Doyne? She begs for your return.” Pasco led the 
way out of the arena and back toward the warehouse district. 

“Where are we going?” 

“To meet your family. Prince Regent? What the feth is that?” 

“Our family. It means you are officially in charge around here. The 
dukes and Fergus Behcet better not try to usurp your role.” 

Runa Lundin aside, Pasco Gale was the sanest of my Nantine 
siblings. His clear sight ability and dauntless heart would make him a 
formidable overseer for this ruined realm. Pasco was young, but it 
would take years, probably decades, to bring Niantia back from the 
brink, and he’d have plenty of help. 

Buran found us first and, after a quick glance, guided us to Careck’s 
Manor House. Cat and Cynan looked ready to drop, and my stoic 
movement was a constant reminder of hellfire. 

We wouldn't be getting far in our condition. My sisters, Ayla and 
Runa, had been taken to the Queen’s Hold, a four-day ride southwest 
from Qreyl. In the heat of the moment, I’d ordered Pasco to get them 
out of Niantia. I’d forgive him as soon as | saw them again, but for now, 
a trip anywhere was beyond us. 

Master Galrick, the manors steward, took charge of everyone, 
assigning rooms and rousing the cooking staff. Cynan carried Cat 
upstairs, and | took the first watch in a chair beside her bed. Cynan 
was far more than Cat’s bodyguard. He was more uncle than friend, 
and he’d suffered right along with her as she watched over me from a 
distance. When the hellfire struck, they’d fled Lockrun in desperation, 
hoping to track down the source of Cat’s misery. In Qreyl, they’d found 
it. Together we began to heal. 

We slept for a day. No screams roiled the night, though | might have 
offered a few the following afternoon as | tried to bathe. | usually 
healed faster than normal, but the burn damage was severe, and for 
once, | was happy to know a witch. 

Pasco was already up and gone by the time Cynan, Cat, and | 


dragged ourselves downstairs. He’d taken Careck with him. The 
fireplace was roaring, and a hearty meal was waiting in the dining 
room. No one complained as we devoured whatever was placed 
before us. The meat was spicy, and | didn’t ask what it was. For its 
misery, Qreyl had always seemed stocked with food. I’d thank Master 
Cardil on our way out of town. 

As we ate, Buran arrived with Dania. Being one of thousands 
waking up in a new city today, my half-sister entered the dining room 
as a new person. A gutsy woman, | thought. 

Eyeing my grip on Cat, Dania slowed, “Ara, did you survive?” 

| didn’t let go of Cat’s hand as we stood for introductions. “Dania, 
this is Cat, my sister from Colivar. Cat’s the reason that I’m still here, 
and we could both use your help.” 

Dania examined my hellfire burns. They ran down my neck and 
disappeared under my shirt. The wounds leaked as if punctured by a 
thousand needles. My eyes did the same. 

Checking Cat’s older yet similar wounds, Dania offered the young 
woman a look of sympathy, “Few ever survive such a binding. | will 
give you both something for the pain.” 

Cat had me for the pain. | may have pointed that out, among other 
things. “Dania the Gray, this is Paladin Cynan Black. He is Cat’s uncle 
and bodyguard. He also suffers from a curse, a severe lack of coffee 
and good cheer.” 

“He suffers from the same malady as you. | might be able to cheer 
him up at the Gray Lion. We are well-stocked in that regard.” 

Cynan offered his hand, and Dania held it an instant longer than 
expected. Maybe | should have mentioned that she was a witch and 
my half-sister, but why ruin the moment. Cynan had held the wall 
around Cat for as long as humanly possible. The battle was over, and 
he could still breathe. It was time he let go of the rope. 

Pasco and Careck arrived looking a proper pair in matching leather 
and chain, and they carried in a new set of armor for me, fresh from 
the Damogir’s armory. 

| couldn't help it. “Dania, have you met your brothers Pasco and 
Careck?” 

Dania visibly flinched at the name Careck and took a quick step 


behind Cynan. Never had | been so mean. 

“Dania, I’m sorry to startle you. Careck has returned ahead of me 
and now owns a far clearer soul.” | wasn’t envious of my half-brother. | 
swear. 

Dania remained where she was with a hand on Cynan’s shoulder. It 
was a good look. 

Pasco picked up on her fear and changed the subject, “Ara, tell us 
what happened yesterday in the arena.” 

“| found a weapon worthy of its name. The demonlords and the 
alpha death-demon are gone. The Infernal cyclone went with them, 
leaving us to pick up the pieces.” 

“That was a demonlord incarnate?” said Cynan. 

“A warlord by all accounts,” | said. “Hoping to snag a new domain.” 

Cynan seemed to consider a dozen more questions, settling on a 
more immediate concern. “These are your brothers?” 

“Yes, half-brothers. We are all offspring of the Damogir.” 

Cynan pointed at Careck. “Why is Dania so afraid of him?” 

“Cynan, you’ve met him before, in Lockrun, under far darker 
circumstances.” 

“He’s that Careck?” 

“Yes, and no. The death-demon is gone, leaving behind the souls it 
had chained during its dark reign. Careck is one of those. He carries a 
fang-dagger with dozens, maybe hundreds, more.” 

Still keeping Cynan close, Dania held out her hand. “A weapon is no 
place for a human soul.” 

Careck complied, giving her the dagger. 

A cache of souls would be a powerful lure for any witch, but Dania 
wept as she clutched the weapon. “My sister was taken by the Get. 
Her soul is in here, too.” 

As if he suddenly knew where his own sister had ended up, Careck 
seemed floored by that news. 

“| will release them all,” | said. “I promise.” 

Dania hadn’t seen my full bag of tricks. “How?” 

No one here had, but | had a connection to the souls in the dagger 
and a heart that needed to heal others as a way of healing itself. 

“When | find the right place and time, I'll draw them forth.” 


“You're leaving?” The anguish in Dania’s voice was a new one for 
me. Suddenly, her loneliness streaming forth, my older sister looked as 
crushed as | felt. 

“Yes, | need to find my wife. She’s gone missing.” 

“| can help you with that.” Dania traded me the dagger for the 
bloody scarf wrapped around my hand. She knotted the scarf in three 
places and ran each knot through her palm, asking, “What is your 
wife’s name?” 

“Raven Ylamil.” 

Dania closed her eyes and palmed each knot again. “She’s 
beautiful. You’re a lucky man.” 

“You can see her?” 

Dania pulled out her knife and cut the scarf into three separate 
knots. “I can see her through the life force in this scarf. In your search, 
if you need a hint, burn one of the knots, and the smoke will drift 
toward your mate, no matter which direction the wind is blowing.” 

“My blood is in there too.” 

“Your blood is spent. Raven’s is far stronger. It beckons you home.” 
Dania seemed to fade as she made the pronouncement. 

“Dania, are you OK?” 

“It was a devastating blow. When the demonlord landed on the field, 
| could barely breathe.” 

“You felt it?” 

“We all felt the rage and heard your scream as the storm erupted. 
We wet ourselves as we fled. Even Pasco.” 

Pasco had enough sense to get my family safely outside the city, 
and wet trousers aside, I'd made him Prince Regent for it. 

| let go of Cat for a moment. If Dania was so concerned, | need to 
know why. “The eye of the cyclone was centered on the demonlord, 
and it was there to inherit the domain. It tore the plague visions straight 
from my mind. l’m—Dania, am | a ghost?” 

Dania knew exactly how | felt. She held out her arms and embraced 
me. The agony of my burned skin was immense, proving my guess 
wrong as | hugged her back. | may have whimpered. 

“Ara, you're not a ghost, and neither is your shadow.” She nodded 
to Careck. “Watch Ara’s back. He’s far more fragile than you.” 


Cat chuckled at that remark, knowing the truth of it. She was a 
fifteen-year-old with a Paladin as a bodyguard and the soul of a white 
diamond. In my current view of the world, everyone was a saint. 

“Your horses are ready and waiting at the east gate,” said Pasco. “l 
will be here whenever you come back.” 

Dania handed me a small travel pack. “This holds a donation from 
the gem-cutters. It will get you where you need to go and then some. 
We did a lot of negotiating with the delegates of Monmouth and 
Gaston while you were in the eye of the storm. It was an extremely 
effective moment to leverage. Trade barges are already running up 
and down the Lycorn River.” 

With active volcanoes in the distance, the broad river passed the 
Qreyl caldera on the north side and ran all the way down to Monmouth 
on the coast. As a haven for barge traffic, it could move a mountain of 
goods between the large cities. Now that time had sped up within 
Qreyl, the task of keeping the citizens fed would be more challenging. 
Outer gates would be reopened, and old roads up the mountain would 
have to be refurbished. 

“Dania, how long has it been since the demonlord emerged 
incarnate?” For me, it had only been a day. 

Dania stammered, “You were in the center of it.” 

Cynan answered for her, “Ara, your neck is bleeding just like Cat’s 
was a month ago in Lockrun. We didn’t travel lightly to get here.” 

“Another month?” | said. “Pasco, where are my brothers?” 

“Dak is at the Queen’s Hold with Hani Thule. They are hosting your 
sisters and some of your company there, waiting for your return.” 

“Hani Thule will be anointed Lord-Mayor of the Hold. | will tell her 
when we arrive.” 

“Fever and Fell Harrow reside there as well, never leaving the side 
of your sisters. They are a dangerous pair, and more so since they 
acquired their blackblades.” 

“| will let Ayla tell me that story and reward them with a round of 
training. Careck will enjoy it, too.” 

“Jack and Tumo remain with your sister, Cressida. They are helping 
her solidify Citadel’s position on the frontier. Cress is another 
dangerous and powerful person, and | feel like Tumo and Jack keep 


her grounded in place between them.” 

“I can’t wait to see them. Is the area around the Citadel stronghold 
considered safe?” 

“As safe as any on the border of Niantia. We positioned half of the 
remaining army there to reduce the weight of the plague on their 
minds.” 

“And what about Kestrel and Caolin?” 

“It’s been more than eight months since we’ve seen or heard from 
them. They sent word from Bastian that they would be staying on as 
bodyguards for your wife, and they seem to have disappeared right 
along with her.” 

The siege of Bastian should have been a month ago, not eight, but 
with the winter winds blowing outside, | couldn't argue with the vast 
change in seasons. Harsher than that, the fact that my wife had 
collected a passel of protectors bit into my side and wouldn’t let go. 
Between Andarion Ylamil, my two brothers, and Sorrow, the Champion 
of Company Storm would be untouchable in the extreme. 

“What is the word out of Bastian?” 

“Nothing official. A yearlong interregnum will end in a few more 
months, and a new king will be chosen. Until then, the dark elves have 
taken it upon themselves to show their mettle and make war upon their 
rivals.” 

“That would explain the blackblade on your shoulder as much as 
the one on mine.” 

There are hard times when one must fall back on that which is most 
familiar. As a House of War, | felt drawn to any conflict, especially 
those that involved my family. It was a suitable path to follow on my 
road back home. 

| looked around the room, finding the face of the one | needed. 
“Paladin Cynan Black, your time as a bodyguard is over. You are now 
the ranking member of the Order of the Vigil in Niantia, and | ask that 
you accept the role of Protector of Qreyl. My brother and sister will 
have plenty to do without having to worry about rogues returning to 
terrorize the city.” 

Cy looked at Cat, and she nodded. He’d given his all to protect her, 
and now it was her turn to protect him. 


Cat smiled, “Dania, maybe you can show Cynan to the Gray Lion, 
and he can show you his sword. He’ll be more than a match for any 
demons around here.” 

Judging by the expression on Dania’s face, Cynan would be more 
than a match for her loneliness. 

As Vigil Moon, Enricata Ramsey completed the orders, “Pasco will 
ride with us to the Queen’s Hold and bring back a contingent to help 
Paladin Black secure the city.” 

For now, | was simply Ara Storm, doing my best to stay afloat in a 
sea of emotions while Cat was the anchor that kept me from drifting 
away. 


Chapter 6 


Backtracking 


Daur was skittish. A lack of exercise always put him in a bad mood, 
but if that was the case, my horse was about to become the happiest 
beast in Niantia. 

| wore a fresh set of chain and leather armor with all-too-shiny 
vambraces protecting my forearms. An extra layer of undershirts 
softened the blow. I’d abandoned my old armor in the humid confines 
of the city’s reservoir and figured it had to have rusted away to nothing 
by now. Rei-Seeck peered over my shoulder with a less than subtle 
presence. A Kjaira soul shard lived within the blade, while its other half 
guarded Raven’s distant heart. 

Careck rode the pick of several fine horses, and we each had a 
backup mount. The Damogir had never held anything back when it 
came to the needs of the Get. So much wealth and control had been 
accumulated during the Emperor’s unending cycle that it would take 
ages to balance it all out. 

We'd spent the previous evening walking in the chilly night air, 
scouting the city. Stopping at the Gray Lion Pub, we’d made further 
introductions and picked up a bottle of cheer for Cynan. His presence 
put Dania at ease, and hers did the same for him. After months and 
years of watching a nightmare unfold, neither one took anything for 
granted when it came to a moment of respite. 

Dania had prepared a healing salve, giving us plenty for the road. It 
reminded me of Yseria Warric, my dear friend and dark elf sister. I’d 
left the dangerous and petite woman as Captain of my House Guard in 
a bid to keep her occupied and away from the curse of Niantia. | hadn’t 


expected to be gone for so long and hoped Yseria had succeeded in 
caring for my family and herself. 


There were only four of us traveling to the Queen’s Hold, and with a 
clear road to the southwest, we pushed our horses hard. | wasn't 
worried about being caught out in the open—nothing could sneak up 
on us—but | harbored a terrible feeling of loss, like a part of me had 
wandered off or been kidnapped in the middle of the night. In Qreyl, I’d 
won the battle, but the exchange had taken its toll on us all. 

Enricata Ramsey had gotten the most of two peaceful nights’ sleep 
in Qreyl. Over the past year, Cat’s body had blossomed, and her mind 
had grown sure of its choices. Her heart had suffered a vicious beating 
in the process. | didn’t know the underlying reason for her curse, but it 
all pointed to our connection and the life we had growing up together. 

Dania called it a binding. | preferred a far less witchy word and 
thought of it as love. Still, that couldn’t be right, could it? How would 
such a deep connection bring Cat so much pain? 

“You—you don’t get it, do you?” Cat wore a smirk, which was still 
far better than one of Cynan’s looks of disappointment or abject pity. 

“When have | ever?” | said. 

“You still choose to see the pain instead of everything else around 
it.” 

A beautiful young woman was riding beside me. | wasn’t that blind, 
but | had my priorities. 

“Cat, | see the burn scars on your neck and know that they run far 
deeper than that.” 

She nodded, “They’re the marks of a Vigil, don’t you think?” 

They were the marks of courage and undying friendship and the 
focus of all of my angst. 

“| made it a goal to never let the Order of the Vigil harm you in any 
way, and yet, because of me, you’ve become scarred for life.” 

“| could say the same to you, couldn’t 1? Did you forget who you 
are?” 

| rattled off a list of possibilities, “The Scarred Man? Vigil Storm? 
The Gray Prince or the Black?” 

Cat shook her head, “No. Why did you choose your path?” 


| wanted to say that it chose me, but that wouldn’t have been 
completely true. I'd done everything | could to survive and protect 
those that | loved. Knowing the power of the Infernal plague, I’d come 
to Qreyl to protect Cat as much as anyone else. 

| offered her the truth, “Il chose my path for the same reason that 
you chose yours.” 

“Exactly,” she said. 

| hated when she did that. “Does that mean you'll forgive me?” 

“| will forgive you fully when you’ve fully returned.” 

Somehow, | didn’t think that was fair at all, so | changed the subject, 
“Speaking of returning, how did you and Cynan get to Niantia? The 
passes through the Everest Range are closed during winter.” 

“We rode to Hamport and sailed up the coast. The folks in Kelton 
spoke highly of you.” 

“That seems like an awfully dangerous journey for a pair such as 
yourselves.” 

“Who said we traveled alone?” 

“Ara has trouble with reality,” said Careck. “He hears voices.” 

“Careck, the last voice | heard said that you were a gift, but I’m 
beginning to see your point.” 

Our ride to the southwest consisted of several such conversations. 
Through it all, Cat was a stalwart presence. She shared my horse in 
the afternoons so that she could doze and | could enjoy a feeling of 
warmth where none had existed for months. I’d grown cold ahead of 
the storm and had pushed her away, hoping it would keep her safe. 
With her return, she seemed to accept that we were bound for life and 
that things would be better if we could ride them out together. | couldn’t 
disagree. 

Careck was different. Every day | searched his eyes for the death- 
demon’s presence and found nothing but the familial curse of the 
Black. He’d been a vaunted pit fighter in the Lower Districts of 
Monmouth when the Damogir’s call for ascension had reached him. 
His old frame had carried dozens of small scars, which | had wrongly 
assumed were acquired as First Fang. It turns out, no one dared to 
touch him once he’d won the Damogir’s Blood Challenge and claimed 
that post. No one but me. 


Now, wearing the body of a far more sheltered brother, he looked 
civilized, handsome, and surprisingly carefree. He’d lived without a 
family for as long as I, and it would take time for him to adjust. He 
claimed that he didn’t remember anything after reaching Qreyl years 
ago with the intention of winning the Blood Challenge. When pressed, 
he mentioned a single dark night, chained in a cell, and asked if | had 
truly been there with him at the moment of his death. We’d shared 
several dark moments imprisoned together over the past months. 
Confessing the truth, | hoped that his memories ended there. 

At night, Pasco, Careck, and | trained while Cat enjoyed the show. 
With Rei-Seeck onboard, my blackblade could match the momentum 
of any weapon directed against me, be it Pasco’s blackblade or 
Careck’s shortsword. The demonic assassin’s skill flowed effortlessly 
through the blade as if it was an extension of the Kjaira’s physical 
form. With Madd-Jak slumbering in my ring, | had an incredible amount 
of power yet to wield. 

As such, Pasco spent most of his time working with Careck, who 
carried an ornate short sword and a claw-dagger fashioned from one 
of the talons of the alpha Koki-Ten. Once a sparring session began, 
my newest half-brother was relentless. Pasco was still mastering the 
long elven blade, making it great practice for both. Careck was getting 
used to his new body, and Pasco was getting used to the man. 

| taught the two to use their daggers and vambraces as they would 
a shield and as a way to slip past their opponent’s guard. There was 
scant margin for error, but if successful, the next step was to deliver a 
killing blow with either weapon. 

The blackblades were made of an unknown substance, a secret 
guarded ruthlessly by the noble Houses of the dark elves. The blades 
were priceless and prohibited beyond the bounds of the elven lords 
and their sanctioned vassals. | couldn’t wait for one of them to object to 
ours. 

Harboring the soul of a death-demon, my blackblade was unyielding 
in battle, and yet it reshaped itself to fit my style as we trained. After 
our third night on the road, it had grown slightly shorter, faster, and 
more focused. It could cleave through almost anything and had already 
proven that point back in Qreyl as it diced the warlord Hal-Raekorn. It 


didn’t consume blood like my former broadsword, Exile, nor did it 
consume corruption like the fang-dagger Sorrow, but it could turn any 
strike, no matter how powerful or well-aimed, and it seemed to flow of 
its own volition in any exchange. 

Cat did her best to resize the exotic leather sheath | wore across my 
back, fine-tuning it a bit each day. She did the same with me, keeping 
me focused on the reasons for my choices, not the consequences, and 
she hoped that would be enough. At night she slept like the dead, 
confident in her protectors and free of pain. In the morning, we took 
turns smearing more ointment on our hellacious burns. | still wasn’t 
healing as rapidly as expected, and my burns leaked a horribly colorful 
substance. Hellfire, who knew? 

The road had been quiet with few travelers and only a single rogue 
demon which crossed our path the second night. It tracked us from the 
east, a crab-like beast with the face of a man. Its mammoth claws and 
hard shell offered an easy test for Rei-Seeck. On our fourth day out of 
Qreyl, we caught sight of the long lake that flanked the Queen’s Hold, 
and in the distance, we spied a small column of riders. 

“Do we know them?” | pointed. 

“We'd better,” said Cat. “They’re coming this way.” 

Forty riders filled the road in front of us. Some wore the brown and 
blue steel armor of Nantine cavalry, but most wore the gray tabards of 
sentinels in the Order of the Vigil. 

| was overcome with relief to see them as they halted just out of 
reach. Climbing down off of my horse, | offered a hand to Cat to do the 
same. She was Vigil Enricata Moon. Pasco took the hint and walked 
on her right, a step behind, while Careck did the same on my left. 

Our opposite number dismounted. 

“lam Ara Storm, Prince of Niantia and Vigil of the Order.” | 
searched the group for familiar faces. 

Through the column of men, a single, unforgettable dark elf woman 
emerged, rushing to embrace me. Her platinum blonde hair warred 
with her deep, olive complexion and her exotic eyes dripped with tears. 
It had been far longer for her than me in terms of time passing, but she 
hadn’t aged a bit. | hugged her back, and neither of us could let go. 

“Yseria, it’s me,” | whispered. “Cat caught me before | could get 


away.” 

Yseria trembled and finally took a step back, daring to look into my 
eyes. “You look like yourself, like the first time we met.” 

Yser had known me before I'd ever ascended to Vigil of the Order. 
She’d been my bodyguard and friend from the start. My doctor, too. 

“Captain Warric, don’t let him fool you. He’s not all there, but he’s 
behaving,” said Cat. 

Yseria scanned our small group, “Where’s Cynan Black?” 

| replied, “He’s now the Protector of Qreyl, which | think will be a far 
easier task than protecting Cat.” 

“You left him there alone?” 

“Not in the least. | have a sister in Qreyl that runs the Lower 
Districts, and I’m told her coffee supply never runs out.” 

A cavalry captain waited patiently to one side. “I’m Captain Ballard 
of the Nantine Guard, First Horse. We met last year at the Hold, right 
before we marched for Bastian.” 

Nine months ago, I'd arrived and sent the Nantine Army to its death. 
The First Fang of Niantia had never been so efficient in its destructive 
ways. Captain Ballard remembered me all too well. 

“How many returned, Captain?” 

“A fifth, maybe less.” 

“A great victory, then,” | said. “Both for the sacrifice and the result.” 

Ballard spat on the ground. “We felt the storm break and the pall 
recede. What is the situation in Qreyl?” 

“The Emperors Horde is gone, as is the Infernal plague. The 
Emperor resides in Hell with the death-demon it rode in on. The 
Damogir, too.” 

“And the Get of the Damogir?” 

“All dead. | carry the souls of our brothers and sisters in this 
dagger.” | drew out the fang-dagger relic. 

Ballard finally relaxed. “The demons are gone?” 

“Not entirely. We killed one rogue on the way here, but one is far 
better than a thousand, is it not?” 


With the pall’s disappearance throughout the realm, everyone knew 
that I'd succeeded. Still, our arrival at the Queen’s Hold went 


unheralded as we blended in among the troopers and sentinels riding 
in that evening. I'd been here before under far darker circumstances 
and wanted to ease back into my role. 

Pasco led us into the main keep and straight into the huge dining 
room, where dozens of rough-hewn tables were arrayed to collect the 
most warmth from a large corner fireplace. There, | found my family. 

Cat escorted me through the room until Runa and Ayla blocked my 
way. There wasn’t any lingering mist to hide my sisters’ faces or 
smother their feelings, and | hugged them both at once. 

“Don’t let go,” | whispered, soaking in the emotion. I’d been starving 
for far too long. 

Ayla frowned, “You still hide yourself from me. Why?” 

Our brood connection often showed far more than | was willing to 
share. It was a poor habit of creating distance where there should have 
been none. 

| dropped my walls and peered through our connection. “Ayla, you 
are healing. Can you teach me to do the same?” 

I'd been carved out by the Black and rescued by Cat and the 
dagger Sorrow. With the Mad Black mostly gone, | was now half- 
empty. 

Ayla’s eyes welled up, and she shook her head, “No, | can’t. But 
don’t hide yourself from me. Your ruin has never been enough to scare 
me away.” 

“Only you,” | said. “Your aunt Laila was more than a little thrown by 
my visit yesterday.” 

“She'll grow up eventually.” For a sixteen-year-old, Ayla was going 
on forty and proud of it. 

Behind her, Rifter Gaines offered a wave and a wink. He was as 
besotted as ever by the unreal maturity and charm of Ayla’sen Storm. 
The young woman’s dark hair and matching eyes barely distracted 
from strategically placed freckles, exotic lips, and a mind that could 
assert itself anywhere. 

Runa Lundin gave Ayla a playful hip check and pressed herself in 
for a bigger hug. | hadn’t missed her effort to greet Pasco while Ayla 
greeted me. Neither had Fever and Fell Harrow. Pasco would have 
his hands full going forward without the need for more distractions. 


The crooked end of the knife came when | introduced Careck and 
he asked what had happened to Runa’s missing left forearm. Runa 
blanched at the mention of Careck’s name and took a step away from 
the handsome young man. There was no reason to hold back. Careck 
wasn't the type, and my sister Runa had survived worse. 

“A demon took it,” | replied. “A death-demon wearing your original 
body.” 

It was a sharp blow. Careck’s face fell, and he turned away from 
Runa in shame. He’d been a fighter his whole life, but he hadn’t been 
one to prey upon the innocent, not until Koki- Ten had taken over. 

“Runa, Careck is my bodyguard and the brother of Fever and Fell. 
We'll be training this evening to make the proper introductions and 
make sure he’s up to the task of keeping me alive. Perhaps, you would 
care to watch?” 

Runa nodded and tried to relax. The fact that Careck wore a 
different face seemed to help, but | could feel the lingering terror that 
his presence fostered in her heart. It wasn’t fair to either of them. 

More familiar faces were pouring into the dining hall, including Mott 
Duncan, my lead scout, and Captain Juno Hartwell of Company Storm. 
With the way they deferred to Cat, it was apparent that they were as 
much a part of Company Moon as Company Storm. With the dominant 
threat removed, they were eager to continue the Order’s mission in 
Niantia. We would convene a general meeting after dinner to map out 
the plan. 

Through it all, Cat remained by my side, watching the room and 
waiting. Finally, she took my hand and pointed me back toward the 
main door. There, with her arm looped in Sevin Martell’s, was my sister 
and inquisitor, Hart Storm. Behind them, Sevin’s brother Keil saluted. 
They’d all seen me at my ruined best and were here for another round. 
| tried to move out of Hart’s line of sight as if the blind young woman 
couldn't see me perfectly well. She knew | was flirting with her, and it 
drew a smile to her face where only a frown was meant to be. 

That she was here, this far into a ruined land, spoke volumes for her 
heart and the young woman’s resolve. I’d always been a difficult 
brother, and like Cat, Hart had taken her share of abuse through her 
clear sight encounters. My plague visions and the curse of the Mad 


Black were more than a metaphor. Keil and Sevin seemed to surround 
her, hoping to catch her if she fell under my wicked spell again. 

“Let her do her job,” said Cat, guiding me forward. “Hart can’t be 
hurt by something that isn’t there, and your touch can only help.” 

I'd most certainly hurt everyone | knew, especially Hart, by not 
being there. | silently held out my hand, waiting for Hart to decide 
otherwise. 

Cat was right all along. 

With a wet cheek pressed to mine, Hart didn’t say a word. She 
knew that | could perceive her emotions from across the room, and the 
lingering terror was as loud as any animal, howling in her mind. It 
quelled as soon as she clasped my hand. 

| was real, by half, maybe two-thirds by the time she was done with 
her embrace. As | pulled the fear from her heart, she pulled me back 
from wherever I'd gone without her. It was far from an even trade. 

Around us, Cat intercepted the Martell brothers and clued them in 
about my half-shattered state. There was no doubt in my mind that 
Hart’s presence was her idea. With the plague raging, it was a big risk 
to bring the inquisitor here, but it paid off, and by the end, | was 
handing Hart over to Cat, hoping the inquisitor could further ease the 
strain on Vigil Moon’s psyche. 

Ayla saw her opening and took it, dragging me out of the hall and 
out into the courtyard while Rifter shadowed us at a discreet distance. 
She’d waited long enough and had a long list of news to share 
regarding the state of House Storm throughout the continent. 

Her narrative began in Kelton with my family and the attack by a 
contingent of dark elves led by Gavan Ylamil. Gavan, the brother of 
Andarion, had been severely wounded in the encounter. His 
blackblade and those of his elven guard had been collected as 
payment for the offense. The dark elves were an ongoing threat, and 
any impostor caught possessing a blackblade would be subject to 
execution. 

Backing up further, she revealed the present state of Gray House 
connections from Hamport to Tannoo. It was surprisingly solid, and | 
had to give Ayla credit along with my sisters, Laila, Cressida, and 
Becks. The Gray war had seemingly ended in our favor. 


Laila had been desperately hoping that | would find Ayla, and at 
first, | thought | understood why. The young woman had been 
abandoned at a time when she most needed her older brother. Still, 
she'd found a lifeline in Rifter and the courage to do what needed to be 
done. 

Rifter wasn’t a spoil of war as much as a real boyfriend. They’d 
been together for months, and | suggested that if he ever got out of 
line, Ayla should lock him in a cage. “I’ve already done that,” was her 
ready reply, and surprisingly, Rifter agreed. 

Cressida had taken hold of Citadel in the name of House Storm. As 
the Fuga Crown-appointed governor, she’d been building its defenses 
for the past half a year and leveraging the bordering army units to 
strengthen the routes through the Akio Valley. The number of rogue 
demons in that area had also plummeted, allowing more traffic and 
settlers to risk living in her domain. 

The courts of Fugaku and Colivar had their own challenges, and 
while Becks and Hani Thule had done their best to make amends in 
Tannoo, the Crown still needed convincing. In Maidenhall, the King 
had taken a step back in his support of House Storm in light of the dark 
elves’ war of succession. King Falobrenn had hedged his bets when he 
should have been playing the checkered horse to win. 

Ayla finally reached the end of her rope and untied the last knot. As 
she explained the reason for my wife’s disappearance and the 
situation surrounding it, | realized that I'd been dead wrong all along. 
Raven didn’t have enough bodyguards, and neither did the dark elves 
of Bastian. 

Knowing that she’d withheld the news until I'd completed my 
primary mission, | kissed Ayla’s face and drew her into a long hug. 

“You're not mad?” she said. 

“I’m impressed and proud of all that you have done.” 

“But you’re not mad?” 

“With you and Rifter, no. There isn’t enough gratitude in the world 
that | could show you for the gift you’ve been to me and our House. 
Ask anything of me, and it’s yours.” 

“Wherever you go, I’m going with you,” she replied. 

I'd never had a better partner in crime. | wasn’t so sure Rifter 


agreed with Ayla’s request, but he nodded when | glanced his way. 

OK, then. 

“We’re leaving tomorrow morning. We'll plan our next steps tonight 
while we eat and train and catch up with everyone.” 

The look of surprise on Ayla’s face was priceless. No matter how 
dangerous things were about to become, there was no way I’d be 
leaving her behind. 

“Brother, if | may ask, where are we going?” 

The challenges stacked up in my head, but in the end, only one 
mattered. “We’re going home to war.” 


Chapter 7 
By All Means 


| shifted the schedule, pulling in the evening’s training session with 
my brothers. Dak, Pasco, Careck, and the Harrow’s were eager to 
work, and | needed a stretch to get myself under better control of the 
two Kjaira at hand. 

| tried the Harrows first. The twins were doubly unique in their 
coordination, and it was entirely unfair. | fought them into the ground, 
catching them with the flat of my blade time and again until they were 
exhausted. Armed with blackblades, they never came close to scoring 
anything more than a hit on my left vambrace. It had gone far worse for 
the warlord Hal-Raekorn, and | told them so. 

Careck and Pasco were as fierce as the Harrow twins yet lacked 
the same lethal coordination. | fought them until they improved, 
stealing their emotions and countering their moves until frustration 
forced them to yield. 

Dak was the odd brother out. He was utterly dependable and had 
lived a far saner life than the rest of us. Add in the practical partner, 
Hani Thule, and Dak was the perfect brother to remain in residence at 
the Queen’s Hold. He would guarantee a safe haven for any siblings 
that wandered in and back up Hani Thule’s decisions as holder of the 
outpost. With that in mind, | traded Dak the imbued dagger Sorrow in 
return for his blackblade. 

“Dak, you will cleanse any brothers and sisters that need it. Ask 
Sergeant Mott Duncan for a double-bladed axe. The Queen’s Hold will 
be the central compound for Niantia’s demon-fighters, and you are 
built for the job.” 


| tossed the blackblade to Careck and pointed at Pasco. “That is 
your brother, and he’s the Prince Regent of Niantia. How would you 
defend him against those two menacing fellows?” 

The Harrows each took a bow. 

“Can | cheat?” said Careck. 

“By all means.” 

Careck waggled the long elven blade in the twins’ direction. “I would 
use our blood connection to read their moves and emotions, just like 
you do.” 

“Show me,” | said. 

He did. Careck lasted a thirty count before Fever broke through, 
followed by the flat of Fell’s blade. It was a brotherly double-tap that 
suggested Careck had a long way to go. 

“Again,” said Careck. He lasted forty this time and almost scored on 
Fell. He was laboring to catch his breath but seemed to be having the 
time of his life. It was a familiar game to him. 

“Once more,” | said. “Pasco will join in on Careck’s side.” 

The Harrows pressed Pasco right out of the gate, hoping to take 
down the fresher threat. It was a mistake. Careck was warmer and far 
more aggressive. He moved onto the twin’s flanks and never gave 
them a chance to complete their coordinated attack on Pasco. 

A minute into the melee, Pasco barked, “Now,” and they both 
switched to the offensive, splitting the Harrow’s coordination in two. In 
the end, Fever managed a glancing hit on Pasco while Careck 
managed to disarm Fell. It was an impressive display by all, and | 
suddenly felt more confident in our choice of bodyguards. 

There was one more important lesson for the afternoon. | waved to 
my sister, “Captain Yseria Warric, please show these men how a dark 
elf master wields a blackblade.” 

Yser had been watching the proceedings closely and took 
advantage of the moment, “What do | get if | beat them all?” 

| Knew what she wanted more than anything. “I'll let you resign your 
post and ride home with me.” 

With that incentive, it was totally unfair, but having Yseria with me 
would be an unexpected boon. Her skills and her heart-felt support 
would be another wall for me to lean on. 


“Brothers, Captain Warric is a saint better known as Yseria Ylamil- 
Storm. She is my sister, doctor, bodyguard, and loyal friend. From now 
on, Yseria will be training the Prince’s Guard and keeping me alive 
while | proceed to take foolish risks. Dak Hays will join the vaunted 
Storm House Guard and begin his career cleansing Niantia of the 
rogue demons that still think they own the land.” 


Seated at the head table for dinner, | was joined by my closest 
family while my brothers filled a table nearby. The dining room was 
packed with officers and honored members of the Nantine Guard Army 
and Vigil Company Storm. After a brief update on the state of Qreyl 
and formal introductions of the newest members and positions within 
my circle, we got down to business. 

| drew my blackblade and set its tip on the table, giving it a spin. 
“This weapon was once known as Talon. Before my wife gave it to me, 
this blackblade belonged to the King of Bastian. With King Ylamil’s 
death and the brutality of Bastian’s war of succession, I’ve decided that 
it will lead House Storm’s response in the coming months.” 

Looking confused, Captain Ballard stood up. “Lord Storm, aren’t you 
still the Prince of Niantia?” 

“Yes, and my brother Pasco will carry the mantle of House Behcet 
forward in Qreyl as Prince Regent. | want to make it clear that the wars 
of House Storm are not those of Niantia.” 

Sitting at the table beside Ballard, the face of Captain Juno Hartwell 
raised an eyebrow. He’d seen me split the lines of duty far too finely in 
the past. At my behest, he’d helped hold the walls of Bastian against a 
monstrous horde and, in doing so, saved the dark elves’ northern 
kingdom. That | was also an anointed member of the Ylamil bloodline 
proved his point. 

| continued, “Captain Ballard, | stand corrected and must make it 
clear to everyone in this room that | intend to ride to war tomorrow 
morning against those that have crossed House Storm.” 

“And who might that be?” said Ballard. 

“The rulers of Bastian, Colivar, and Fugaku. Bastian is owed much 
for their betrayal and the ill-gotten pursuit of my wife. King Falbrenn in 
Maidenhall will face a similar reckoning for his treachery and failure to 


protect the Champion of Company Storm when she needed it most. 
Finally, the Fuga Crown is ripe for reprisal due to their continued 
weakness and double-dealing.” 

Captain Ballard looked like he was sorry that he asked and sat back 
down. 

Captain Juno Hartwell stood, “Ara, what about Niantia?” 

“House Storm is not at war with the rulers of Niantia, though that will 
change if any delve into deals with the Infernal domain. As of today, 
we hold the loyalties of most and will continue to pursue the rogue 
demons that remain scattered throughout the land.” 

“Where do we begin?” 

“Here and in Qreyl and all roads in between. Cynan the Black will 
hold the Order’s reins in the capital city, supporting Pasco Gale. 
Captain Hartwell, you will lead the Order's presence in the Queen’s 
Hold, backed by Hani Thule as mayor of the town. My brother Dak 
Hays will join the Storm House Guard and train as a sentinel. As other 
volunteers arrive, | expect you to train them as well.” 

“And Captain Ballard?” 

“He will follow the orders of Pasco Gale. We will need both troopers 
and sentinels stationed in Qreyl, the Queen’s Hold, Kelton, and 
Citadel. Please work with the Prince Regent and Captain Ballard to 
make that happen. | will push for additional Order reinforcements once 
we get south of the Everest.” 

“The mountain passes are still closed. Where will you cross?” 

That was a great question and one I’d been pondering all day. | 
needed to reach the continent’s southern half as soon as possible to 
begin my search for Raven, but | carried a venomous urge to conquer 
the blight that was Bastian before doing so. 

“Captain Hartwell, do you have any idea where my wife might have 
gone?” 

“She’d ridden east from Hamport through Stonnberg. That’s all | 
know.” 

Laila had assured me that Raven hadn't ended up in Maidenhall, 
and according to Cat, Rae hadn’t traveled through Lockrun. 

Dania had given me three clues, and I'd have to be wise in how | 
used them. Raven could have fled south or east, though | suspected 


east since she would have been far more familiar with Fugaku than the 
dusty brown southern reaches of Colivar. Bastian was the closest 
threat, and yet, with its passes south closed, the dark elves would 
have to wait. 

“Captain Ballard, please assign a contingent of your cavalry to 
escort us south to Citadel. We'll be moving fast, and they will remain to 
garrison the stronghold while we travel on through the Akio Valley.” 

“Mott Duncan will oversee the scouting around the Queen’s Hold 
and Qreyl. He will be tasked with keeping the roads open and safe. 
Ayla’sen, Rifter, and Cat will be going with me, as will Yseria and 
Careck.” 

“No,” said Runa. “I’ve waited my whole life for you to return. You'll 
not leave me again.” Runa wore a warm set of leathers, and with her 
One good arm, she was ready for the road. 

It was Cat’s turn to raise an eyebrow. Perhaps | was all talk when it 
came to the influence of my sisters. What was | thinking? 

“| stand corrected again. My sister Runa and the Harrows will also 
accompany us.” 

| was about to challenge the many mundane powers that threatened 
House Storm. War was as good a description of my future as any, and 
nothing in my plans to that point had even considered Runa’s 
presence. While she couldn't defend herself, she could ride, offering 
love and humanity at a time when | probably needed it most. 

Yseria had explained the Bastian situation and the rules of the dark 
elves’ succession. The major elven Houses bartered and fought, 
positioning themselves for the final judgment based on standing, 
strength, and contributions to the cause. Each contending House 
would petition the Bastian Court for consideration within the twelve- 
month interregnum, and the act had to be done in person. 

Khamros Ylamil, the dead King’s brother and Royal Counselor, was 
bound by Elven law to serve in his current capacity for life. He would 
make the final decision or die trying. By deep-seated law, if Knamros’s 
death occurred before the year of succession ended, the elven throne 
would go to his bloodline by default. 

Khamros’ demise would end the elves’ aggressive pursuit of Raven 
and level the score between the Houses Ylamil and Storm. | saw it as 


the easiest and most fitting path forward, but the passes south of 
Bastian were closed, and | couldn’t allow any further delay in finding 
Raven. We would deal with Bastian last, and it would be a lasting end 
to a long-standing war. 

“Brother, are you OK?” Hart brushed her hand across my cheek. 

“Hart, when have my plans ever failed to hurt those closest to me?” 

“You speak of consequences far smaller than the intentions of your 
heart.” Hart had been speaking with Cat, or maybe it had been the 
other way around. 

“What happened to my wife in Bastian was no small thing, and I’ve 
been told that you remained in that city throughout the siege. Why?” 

“Your House was given the task. Our House.” 

“Our House is one of terror beyond anything imaginable.” 

Hart smiled. “Who are you, and what have you done with my 
brother? Ara Storm was never so aware.” 

Hart had been a blind flower seller on a street corner in the Market 
district of Maidenhall. She’d also been a watcher and slave to the local 
boss before | begged her to watch over me. 

“| was wise enough to adopt you as my sister.” 

Hart already knew my regret for the terror and the pain my life had 
dropped into her lap. “And yet, you are foolish enough to think that | 
would allow you to ride away in your condition.” 

My condition was far better than the ruin that was Niantia, and 
Sevin Martell was the nearest thing to a Paladin within a hundred miles 
of the Queen’s Hold. 

“Hart, | need Sevin and the House Guard to help safeguard the area 
around the Queen’s Hold.” 

“Sevin and | are already wed. He isn’t as worried about your clumsy 
advances as he once was.” 

“You were wed?” What else had | missed? 

“In Hamport, at the end of the summer. Your absence offered us 
some respite, so we took advantage of it, Knowing you’d return soon 
enough.” Hart made it sound like | was merely the rainy season, but it 
was her news that threw a wet blanket in my direction. 

“Sevin is my brother-in-law? Wait,” | moaned, “That means Keil is 
my brother-in-law, too?” 


“I’m sorry to break the bad news on the eve of our departure.” 

“Our departure?” 

“Yes. Sevin will be here when | get back, and | think he’ll enjoy the 
rest.” 

Keil burst out laughing at the remark while his brother turned a dark 
shade of red. Hart had drastically healed since I’d last seen her, 
attaining an intimacy once long out of reach. 

“Hart, then, by all means, you will join us.” | would do my best not to 
break her in the coming weeks. 


Chapter 8 
The Stronghold 


Citadel had grown, creeping to the Akio River's edge. The city’s 
curtain wall reached thirty feet in height, offering a series of protected 
wharves for barges and local fishermen. A moat had been dug 
surrounding the town with drawbridges spanning it at the north and 
south gates. What had once been a military stronghold with a section 
of barracks and horse pens was now a small border city with a 
warehouse district, market area, and hundreds of small houses. 
Livestock pens hugged the outer walls, and stone carts continued to 
roll through the city’s gates, filling the numerous gaps within. 

A modest keep had been built for the governor and her retinue with 
the emblem of Company Storm emblazoned outside its gate. The 
lightning bolt through a half-moon wasn’t as spontaneous as a 
checkered flag, but it signified an unexpected home at the northern 
end of a gray valley. 

Captain Ballard had taken his men to the barracks in the small 
military district. He’d find a room at the original keep built for the 
Nantine commandant. Fugaku had filled the original vacancy, and now 
both realms were supplying troops and officers, hoping to maintain a 
stable presence in the borderlands. 

The courtyard of the governor's keep was spotless, and Cressida 
Storm drew the attention of everyone. Wearing perfectly tailored 
leather and mesh armor, she looked as if she was on her way to train 
her bodyguards or perhaps a meeting with the Crown. On her left and 
right, Tumo Storm and Jack Wise stood as her honor guard. This was 
her home, and they were her family. 


Cressida offered everyone a warm smile, “When has a man ever 
been so fortunate for the company of beautiful women that he keeps?” 

I'd expected a grimace at best and gotten far more. “I could say the 
same to Tumo and Jack. | hope you aren't letting them get any rest.” 

Her brothers wore blackblades on their shoulders, an earlier gift 
from Ayla and the Harrows. Jack had a natural menace, like a lion 
watching over his pride. Tumo was stockier yet fierce, a rock bear 
perhaps, fresh from hibernation. They were as menacing as the 
Harrows in their own way, especially Jack Wise, and having lost his 
pain-filled existence, Tumo looked downright cheerful at our arrival. 

Cress scoffed, “If it wasn’t for Yseria at your shoulder, I’d say the 
same to you. Who’s our new brother?” 

“Yser tells me you’ve met him before, but | think not. His name is 
Careck, and he is a gift.” 

Cressida’s expression darkened. “From whom?” 

“From the death-demon that put ruin to this land. | find myself 
skeptical that the balance has been righted with his arrival, but the 
demon and its masters have been sent home with nothing further 
owed.” 

Cressida understood the significance of that. “What will you do with 
him?” 

“Careck is my bodyguard. He has Yseria teaching him the finer 
points of her blade.” 

“And her needle,” said Careck. He held up the stitches on his hand 
and pointed to the set on his right ear. With every new wound, he 
seemed to grow steadier with his blade and more enamored with the 
dark elf master. 

Cress looked over my shoulder, “Ara, why are Inquisitor Hart and 
Vigil Moon looking so tense? Have you been flirting again?” 

“The cost of Qreyl was even higher than | imagined. Vigil Moon is 
the anchor that holds me in place while Hart works her magic, reeling 
us both back in.” 

It was Cressida’s turn to show her sympathy. “Tumo and Jack have 
done much the same for me. It takes time and a bit of practice.” 

“Practice, you say? Now, who’s flirting with whom?” | drew Rei- 
Seeck and pointed it at her chest, offering a challenge to the holder of 


Citadel. “Perhaps you'd like to greet your brother properly.” 

Cressida vaulted forward as two monstrous fang-daggers appeared 
in her hands. With the ease of a shrug, she swatted away my blade 
and lunged. My ring sparkled, and | side-stepped her move, aiming for 
her backside. Her momentum carried her past me while her leftmost 
blade blocked my cheeky attempt. 

From there, things became a blur as we both came alive, spurred 
on by the challenge of getting in the first strike. It was an old, familiar 
game. The ring on my hand seemed to empower Cress as much as it 
did me, and our blood connection offered us every hint at the other’s 
intentions. 

Cressida was in great shape and had a reserve greater than mine. 
Hoping to shorten the match, | dodged another attack and compelled 
Madd-Jak to sleep. Doing so sapped power from the two of us, but 
Cress wielded the true fangs of Madd-Jak and felt the loss more. 

Rei-Seeck hummed in my head, “It’s about time. Force through 
delicacy works better than you think.” 

“Hal-Raekorn needed a beating,” | countered. 

“And yet your sister needs the approval of her brother and the 
knowledge that there is an even greater force in her world that protects 
her.” 

“What would you know about that?” 

“Every brood has an alpha to groom the enforcers and guide the 
stalkers. That is your role more than any other.” 

Rei-Seeck was an enforcer and skilled far beyond the raw power of 
Madd-Jak. Where Cress and | were closely matched as individual 
fighters, the longer blade and the death-demon to wield it properly 
tipped the balance in my favor. Three moves later, Cressida’s finely 
tailored jacket needed some repair, and the smile on the young 
woman’s face knew no bounds. 

Cress picked at the severed seam on her left shoulder. “Brother, 
welcome to Citadel. | have missed you these many months.” 

“Cress, please tell me you have a competent tailor on hand. I’ve got 
a date with the Crown in Tannoo and plan to impress her for once.” 

“Will | be allowed to join you?” 

“| think you must. Sovereign Doyne is a forgetful soul.” 


“And Becks?” 

“Hollen is a bit out of the way. Would you happen to know a reliable 
courier or two that could run ahead?” 

“Are you in a hurry?” 

“Yes, have you seen or heard from Raven?” 

Hoping to confirm that we were on the right trail, I'd burned one of 
Dania’s knots as we camped in the ruins of Overton on the Nantine 
plains to the north. By drifting due south, the smoke hadn't 
disappointed. Raven was somewhere in Fugaku. 

“No, | haven't, but I’ve been living on the edge of the world for 
months.” 

“Does that mean I’ve been living over the edge?” 

“Ara, when have you ever not?” Cress caught me in another warm 
embrace, pressing her sweaty cheek against mine. She was a glass 
half-full to mine, half-empty. 

“Our House survives,” | said. “Please help me find its champion.” 

“Greet Tumo and Jack before they ride south for Hollen. They’ve 
both healed along with me.” 

“| preferred Jack broken,” | said, catching the taller man’s eye. 

Cress leaned against her larger brother, “That which you prefer in 
Jack can never be broken.” 

Jack bowed in reply, “But she’s crushed the rest of me and taught 
Tumo to ride a horse.” 

Always carrying the sharpest edge of any human I'd ever met, 
Jackal Wise was more comfortable with challenges than hugs. He 
wore a crooked smile and could give Pasco Gale a run for his money 
when it came to charisma. 

Jack’s last thought seemed to be one of miracles. Tumo worked his 
way through our party, meting out big hugs to old friends and new. His 
limp had completely disappeared, and while not completely matching 
that of his brother Jack, his confidence was apparent to everyone 
around him. 

“What do you see?” said Cress. 

“| see you have surpassed me in the long night. You are a healer, 
and Mono Rathven was the greatest of fools.” 

“Your wounds are fresh. Have patience.” 


“The hellfire that scorched me had the patience of eons.” | couldn’t 
compete with that. 

“But the plague is gone?” 

“Yes.” | may have sounded sad about it, but | wasn’t. It was the 
mode, not the result, that lingered in my mind. 

The mantles of Vigil, Wind Catcher, and Firefanged were all one 
and the same. Each required the return of that which did not belong, 
and each forgot to claim its owner in the end. Hell, even the devil didn’t 
want me. How could my wife? 

In the background, Yseria was challenging Jack Wise to a duel 
whenever they met again. She didn’t want to hurt him before the long 
ride south. 

Cress hooked my arm and pointed the way into the keep. She 
hadn’t forgotten the way to cheer me up. “Brother, did | mention we 
have hot baths here?” 

“Just don’t tell Hart,” | murmured. “She likes to watch.” 


My bath time was supervised by Yseria, after which she applied her 
own salve to my short-tempered burns. The wounds straddled my Vigil 
scars, front and back. Yseria confirmed that Cat’s scars were older but 
as extensive as mine. We matched in an uncanny way, and | had to 
wonder why Cynan Black hadn’t knocked my head off at the first 
chance he got. 

Cress walked in as we were finishing up, carrying a fresh set of 
clothes and leather armor. She admired the painful souvenir I’d 
brought back from Qreyl as it glistened in the lamp light. 

Along with a slew of wood cutters and stone masons, Cressida had 
imported a competent tailor from Gaston on the Nantine coast. He 
completed repairs on all of our clothing, but we’d have to wait until 
Tannoo to find an armorer and something finer for the Crown’s court. | 
had a reputation of showing up in a less than presentable condition, 
often matching my mood. When engaged in a battle, it was best to 
avoid being predictable, and the art of surprise should never be 
overlooked. 

“What do you hope to accomplish in Tannoo?” said Cress. 

“| will declare war and lay siege to the Crown until she responds 


convincingly or folds.” 

“She gave us this entire holding,” said Cress. 

“It was a garrison town until you arrived. | can see all the rough 
stone and recent construction. Citadel didn’t straddle the Akio River 
Road as it does now. You've captured the flow of trade between two 
realms.” 

“We control the traffic through the Akio, claiming everything above 
the north fork and east of the River. Our reach ends at the ruins of 
Berg.” 

“My reach begins at the ruins of Berg and extends far beyond it. 
Have you met the Duke of Gaston?” 

“Only his delegates. They assured me that they have been given 
permission to broker trade deals with anyone they wish.” 

“That was Pasco’s doing, or maybe Ayla’s. | want to reclaim Berg as 
a strategic outpost before anyone gets wise enough to do the same.” 

“Berg has its share of rogue demons. That will keep most travelers 
away.” 

“It also has a strong bridge and plenty of resources to salvage. And 
as for the rogues, we slept there the night before last.” 

“So, no more demons in Berg?” 

“Not with Hart Storm along. She has trouble sleeping within a mile 
of any entity of the Black, and she has a brother that dotes.” 

“You say that as if the rest of us can ignore the howls and screams.” 

“Yser has finished scrubbing me, so the screaming is over for the 
night.” My eyes watered at the memory. If | could stand Yseria’s pity, 
my next bath would be ice cold. 

Cressida had one more thing on her mind. “When do we leave?” 

| didn’t expect her to stay behind. She’d reached a state that | could 
only describe as formidable, and as the Gray Wind, she would keep 
the Gray Houses of Tannoo in check while | went after the Silver 
Crown. 

“Tomorrow afternoon. Tumo and Jack will need a head start, and 
I've got some unfinished business in the Akio Valley.” 

Cressida crossed her arms, “Hart says you're hell-bent on war and 
utterly lacking in self-control.” 

“It’s the perfect state for what | have in mind.” 


On our way south, we made a brief stop at Fuga Fort North to 
introduce Cressida Storm and learn of any trouble on the road ahead. 
The Fuga fort had once been Fugaku’s most strategic holding on the 
frontier. Less than a day’s ride to the north, Citadel’s growing presence 
had pacified the northern end of the Akio valley, and the Fuga 
commander was more than pleased with the quieter neighborhood. 

Farther south, the market square in Tasko still held livestock pens 
and a functioning well. The town lived on; with its citizens and resident 
ghosts, it was the heart of the Akio Valley. As such, it held a power to 
make the gray manifest and give mind to those that may have lost 
theirs. In many ways, the valley was a haunted, lonely landscape, 
shrouded in mist and thickly wooded foothills with only the ice-cold 
river delineating a path for escape. 

Our second day on the road was nearing its end as we dismounted 
in Tasko’s square, and a Fuga Recon Colonel walked over to greet us. 
While we were both pleased to see the other, there was never any 
question about which one of us was more present. 

“Colonel,” | said. “Where can | find your nephew?” 

A ghost of few words but plenty of humor, the apparition simply 
chuckled and pointed south. Somewhere along the line, I'd been given 
the gift of gray sight, allowing me to see the ghosts that guided me 
along my path. Most, if not all, were family. 

“Colonel, where can we get a meal and good night’s sleep?” 

The colonel pointed south again and waved for us to follow. 

While the rest of our party seemed to ignore the sleepy square and 
its gray occupants, Hart was concerned. “Ara, who are you talking to?” 

“Can't you see the colonel?” 

“No, but my mother can, and she thinks he’s handsome.” Hart 
couldn’t see ghosts, but she heard their whispers, including that of her 
long-dead mother. 

“Hart, keep my mother-in-law close. The Akio is always looking for 
more permanent residents.” 

My sister smiled uncertainly at that. 


The rustic Dancing Wolf Inn was two stories tall and a stone’s throw 


from Tasko’s south gate. The town’s walls consisted of thick timbers 
and mortar. They’d keep out the local population of wolves but not 
much else. Inside the inn, | met the proprietor and asked for rooms, 
baths, and a meal for our entire group. 

As a long-time guest at the Dancing Wolf, the colonel lingered 
nearby. He was the older brother of the late Lord Na’am and a friend of 
the inn’s proprietor. He tended to laugh more than he spoke, but his 
wandering eyes betrayed the loneliness of his endless existence. 

| offered him a kindness and a warning, “Colonel, your nieces send 
their regards. They live safely beyond the reach of the Akio.” 

Nana Shou, the inn’s silver-haired matron, followed our discussion, 
“The colonel’s nephew refuses to visit us. | believe he feels deceived.” 

“lam not deceived,” | replied, setting a fang-dagger on the woman’s 
desk. 

As far as | knew, the residents of the Akio lived to collect the 
offerings of the gray wind, the Fuga symbol of death, and rarely cut a 
level deal. 

Always quick to make a deal, the ghost of Colonel Na’am beat the 
old woman to the punch, “Wind Catcher, what do you want?” 

Nana Shou corrected him, “Colonel, you’ve failed to ask the right 
question. Your first thought should have been who, not what.” 

| turned my attention to the proprietor, “I want my brother Ram.” 

She knew the contents of the dagger, and her eyes offered 
sympathy, but it was her nature that spoke, “Traveler, you carry a 
treasure and a broken heart. Which one will you trade?” 

The offer was skewed from the start, and suddenly | felt completely 
lost. For anyone else, it would have been a simple answer. Nana Shou 
knew the truth and played for keeps as only gods will do. 

The colonel suddenly became incensed and pointed out the door, 
“Ara, please take your dagger and wait outside.” 

| followed his advice, thinking maybe the two elders weren’t such 
great friends after alll. 

My party was waiting expectantly, and | told them to take any room 
they wanted on the second floor. 

“You’re not coming in?” said Cat. 

“Not yet.” | couldn’t explain the delay or the worry | felt. Without a 


clear understanding of the costs on either side of the equation, | found 
gray deals to be the most difficult to traverse. 

I’d cut plenty of deals before, trading souls and hearts, sisters and 
weapons, but this one was entirely personal, perhaps too personal, 
and that’s what had me worried. Caught up in the schemes of his 
father and uncle, my brother Ram had perished, defending the valley 
from a demonic incursion. | wanted him to be released from the Akio’s 
sticky web. 

The Akio Valley would value the souls of my siblings, giving them a 
haven in which to linger, and its inherent gray energy would bolster 
their thin existence. The town of Tasko had plenty of vacant rooms that 
they could haunt. 

“She can’t do it,” said the Colonel. “The deal must be level.” 

“There are dozens of souls within this dagger. Surely that’s enough 
for the release of one soul.” 

“Ara, you don’t understand. You offer too much. A gray deal must 
have balance, a heart for a heart or a soul for a soul.” 

“How about a weapon for a weapon?” | said. 

“Perhaps.” 

His uncertainty unnerved me, and | made a decision. “Where can | 
release them?” 

“The well on the town square. They will never be alone there.” 

“Tell Nana Shou there is no deal, and this is merely a gift from one 
broken heart to another. Tell her we’re even.” 

“| will,” the colonel nodded and slowly faded from view. 

Dusk seemed to linger as | ran back to the square. It wasn’t an urn, 
but it would do. | barely heard the splash of the fang-dagger at the 
bottom of the well, and | followed it with a wish to welcome it home. My 
night was spent greeting the ghosts as they emerged from below and 
trading names with each. 

For once, there were no regrets. 


Chapter 9 
The Black Prince 


The bridge over the Akio’s south fork had been rebuilt, giving us an 
easy crossing. Nearby, the charred ruins of South Fort remained as a 
monument to the bravery of its garrison and the sacrifice they'd made 
during the so-called War of the Wind Catcher. It had been a short and 
brutal affair for all. In many ways, the abandoned fort was a reminder 
of my first real clash with the Black half of my soul—one I'd lost to win 
a war. 

Yseria rode by my side as we passed the site, and | held her hand. 
She’d become my sister that week in the middle of it all, proving that 
her heart was stronger than the ties of the Black or the ghosts of the 
gray-filled valley. 

Not far from South Fort, the village of Lonett had been abandoned. 
A detached pole barn—once a riverside warehouse—remained 
untouched. A brownish patch of blood still stained its packed dirt floor. 

| searched the shadows and scanned the loft, hoping for a familiar 
presence. | shouted Ram’s name and found myself screaming at the 
rafters in frustration. Why wasn’t he here? The colonel had pointed 
south. 

“Ara, there’s no one here.” Rifter had been sent in to collect me. 

“You're here,” | said. 

The first time | met Rifter, he’d been locked in a cage, and he hadn't 
been half as distraught as | was now, trapped within the memories of a 
brave, clear soul. Rifter had somehow known | had been there to free 
him. If only he could return the favor now. 

“What are you looking for?” 


The Akio hadn't gotten the deal it wanted, and yet | felt like it had. 
Qreyl had offered me the same exchange, a city for a broken heart, 
and I'd taken the deal, not knowing that gods were the jealous type. 

“Who, not what,” | said. “My heart is lost. I’m searching for the 
pieces, and one of them should be here.” 

“Several anxious pieces are waiting for you outside.” 

“My first brother died here, butchered by a demon.” 

“And you think that you can call him back? Are you a god?” 

No, | wasn’t, but I'd fought beings so powerful they could be 
counted as gods, and each took a payment for the privilege of doing 
so. 

| shook my head, “Tell me who | am.” 

“You're Ara Storm.” 

“He no longer exists. If you’d met him on the day he was given that 
name, you wouldn't recognize him now.” 

“What changed?” 

“I’ve realized my curse. The demons have a name for it. They call 
me Firefanged as punishment for a Black deal gone wrong, and it 
consumes me.” 

“You can’t break the curse?” 

“| have the soul of a demonic warlord, and my heart isn’t strong 
enough to balance it out.” 

“Boss Wheeler never protected anyone but himself. The same could 
be said for the Weasel in Stonnberg or the King in Maidenhall. None of 
them opened the door to my cage, and don’t tell me they didn’t have a 
clue about the ruin of Niantia. They ignored it all or used it to their 
advantage.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“Ara, everyone has the soul of a demon if they choose to ignore 
their heart. You thought to find a piece of it here, and even if you had, 
you'd still be at war with the continent in a bid to set things right. That’s 
what you do.” 

“It's what | do,” | echoed the sentiment that placed me in this barn, 
searching for another way out. 

“Ara, you can’t heal yourself, but you can heal others, so do it. 
Waiting right outside, you’ve got a family that needs you, and we'll find 


the rest together.” 
“Rift, you know, Ayla is my favorite. If you ever cross her, |’llI—” 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. First billing and a Black Prince, | get it. Now, get 
back on that high horse of yours before it bites someone, and let’s go 
do what needs doing.” 


There was never a good time to declare war, but a sunny afternoon 
in Tannoo would do. In my brief career, I'd always been one to end a 
conflict before it grew out of control. Niantia had been the exception. 
Its war with reality had been out of control long before | was born. 

I'd given my name to the courtier at the back of Crown Hall, and we 
waited for his signal to proceed. I’d impressed upon Colonel Reno to 
avoid any early announcements of our presence and asked him to 
remain at the back of the room throughout the scene. A surprise attack 
was always a sure strategy for victory, and | hoped to catch the Crown 
napping after lunch. Furthermore, Il’d asked our bodyguards to remain 
at the back of the hall in a bid to delay the escalation of hostilities. 
Between Cressida and |, we had more than enough menace to rattle 
Sovereign Doyne. 

Guarded by a platoon of Colonel Reno’s finest, Runa, Ayla, Rifter, 
and the Harrows remained at the Wind Catcher’s manor house in the 
Crown Quarter. Their strengths ran towards the Gray, not the Silver, 
and they could always slip out the backdoor and escape if things 
turned completely sour. 

At the far end of Crown Hall, on a broad dais above the audience 
floor, Sovereign Doyne stood with eight Crown Guard, the Sovereign’s 
Own. The elites were positioned around her and a step ahead, 
scanning the room for potential threats. They could read the faces of 
everyone present almost as well as I. 

A tiered gallery brimming with the court and its many lackeys circled 
the room overhead. The Crown Hall was as much an arena as a court, 
openly hosting the realm’s many conflicts and concerns. The warm, 
smooth wooden paneling on the walls clashed with the cold marble 
floors. Late winter sunlight seeped through tall, narrow windows. 

“Lord Storm, you may approach,” the courtier bowed and pointed to 
the distant audience area in front of the dais. 


Lacking a crown, Sovereign Doyne wore a silver-trimmed dress of 
modest cut and a severe smile beneath her blue eyes and straight 
black hair. | struggled to comprehend the disconnected feelings she 
bled into the room. And Hart thought | wasn’t all there? 

| walked forward with my left hand in Cat’s while my right arm 
guided Hart. On Cat’s left, Viren Drake escorted Rebekah Na’am into 
place, while to Hart’s right, Cressida Storm stood beside Yseria. So 
arrayed, | made it a point not to bow. | was a Prince of another realm 
and held Royal standing with or without the Fuga Crown’s backing. My 
family offered the same stark entrance. As my opening remark in our 
long, estranged relationship, it wasn’t that big a surprise to the Crown. 
She owned the white marble floor. We waited for her to speak. 

Seeing the power arrayed before her, Sovereign Doyne opened the 
dialogue on a demure note, “Lord Storm, this is a pleasant surprise. 
Please provide formal introductions before we proceed any further.” 

That, | would do. “Starting on my left, you already know Major Viren 
Drake of the Hollen Section and his wife, the Governor of Hollen 
Province, Lady Rebekah Na’am. As you also know, she is my sister, 
confirmed by the Crown and the late Lord Na’am. Beside me, Vigil 
Enricata Moon of the Colivarian Order of the Vigil. On my right, my 
sister, Inquisitor Hart Storm, also of the Order of the Vigil. To her right, 
Lady Cressida Storm, governor of Citadel, and Lady Yseria Ylamil- 
Storm of Bastian, also my sister.” 

Perhaps the familial connections threw her. “You have a large 
family. What common concern weighs upon your minds?” 

| began with a peace offering, “We’ve come seeking my wife, Raven 
Ylamil-Storm. You wouldn’t happen to know where she can be found?” 
| would have canceled every debt if Doyne had responded with 
comforting news. 

“lam afraid not. | was hoping you received word of my illness and 
had come to wish me well.” 

“Sovereign Doyne, what ailment plagues you?” | could sense the 
residue of an interloper left behind but wouldn’t act without her consent 
and the acknowledgment of a debt. 

Doyne blanched and coughed. “Il was poisoned by an elixir of 
Niantia. Demon’s blood, | was told. I’m not feeling like myself.” 


Welcome to my world. 

“lve just come from an entire realm where that same condition 
applies. Still, that is a worry for another day. As you are lacking in any 
knowledge of my wife, | must complete the introductions. | come 
before you as Lord Storm, Prince of Niantia, Vigil of Colivar, and Wind 
Catcher of Fugaku. While all apply to today’s discussion, | cherish the 
first title more than all the others. It places me at the head of House 
Storm and beholden to no one but my wife and family. It is with their 
blessing that my House declares its displeasure at your infidelity and 
double-dealing. We have come to right the balance and declare war.” 

Doyne fell further into disrepair as | completed my calm decree. 
Once spoken in front of the entire court, it could not be taken back. We 
were locked in until an agreeable understanding could be reached or 
the Crown’s head rolled down the steps between us. There were six, 
each a shade darker than the one below it. 

Sensing my thoughts, Doyne’s eight bodyguards advanced to the 
topmost step and waited, hands on the hilts of their swords. To my 
right, Cressida took a half-step forward, and | matched her. Yseria 
moved left, placing herself beside Hart while Cat moved right and took 
Hart’s hand. My entire life minus one was positioned in front of the 
Sovereign of Fugaku, staring at a woman that couldn’t make up her 
mind. A dark affair had happened while | was away, and the bed was 
left poorly made. 

Doyne had never understood the cost of a curse or its cure. 
Jousting her way through the governance of her realm, she’d ignored 
the most serious threat, and in doing so, had become oppressed by 
the Black. 

From her dais overlooking the battlefield, she wavered even as she 
probed our line. “Lady Rebekah Na’am, to whom do you owe your 
fealty?” 

“My brother, Lord Ara Storm.” Becks’s proud and seemingly 
treasonous announcement rocked the hall with more confusion and 
angst, leaving Doyne no doubt as to the direction the rest of the 
discussion would take. 

“| gave you your seat in Hollen, and yet you side with another?” 

“You gave me nothing that wasn’t already mine by law and blood, 


both Silver and Gray. In the process, you took my father’s life with your 
schemes to draw the Wind Catcher and Lord Rathven into conflict. 
Furthermore, you used my brother by anointing him Wind Catcher 
against his will. There was never anything on the level with that 
exchange and no recompense after the fact.” 

“| gave House Storm standing and a fresh holding to cultivate in the 
Akio borderlands.” 

Becks was there to do the talking so that my blackblade might 
remain silent. “You sought to enslave House Storm. And for what? For 
the fact that we rooted out the plot to poison you and provided the 
antidote that led to your ongoing recovery. In every case, the balance 
leans heavily in your favor.” 

Becks’s words were hammering the court gallery far more than the 
Crown herself. Mixed cries of outrage and assent accosted the floor. 

“Silence!” said Doyne. “We are far from finished.” She pointed at 
Cat. “Vigil Moon, why are you here?” 

“To share with you the cost of your crown so that you won’t remain 
ignorant of that which you steal, both from Ara Storm and the Order of 
the Vigil in Colivar. If you were a witch, my brother could not hate you 
more than he does now. You fail to understand the commitments he 
has to his realm and family, and you seek to break them at every turn.” 

“How old are you?” 

“Fifteen.” Cat’s voice rang in a far harsher tone, daring the Crown to 
question her age and her right to petition the court. “| am his anchor in 
this world.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“You know what it means. You were poisoned by a dose of the 
Black, and it felt as if your world and your self-control were fleeing 
along with your mind.” 

“What does that have to do with the Wind Catcher?” 

“How could you not know?” Cat pointed east, straight through the 
nearest wall. “Think of Tannoo harbor as a vast pool of Black energy, 
and you might have an idea of how much Ara Storm has consumed to 
catch the ill winds on this continent. In destroying House Rathven, he 
lost a part of his heart, mind, and soul. In defending the Akio Valley, he 
relinquished even more. | bear witness in the name of the Order and 


the King of Colivar.” 

Cat’s final remark sealed her decree. She placed Fugaku’s largest 
neighboring realm on our side of the room and blocked any belligerent 
play Doyne might consider. 

“And who is she?” 

“Hart is Ara’s sister and inquisitor. While | am his anchor, she is his 
windlass, burdened with the job of reeling him back in after a war.” 

“You make him sound like he’s not all there. Has Lord Storm lost his 
mind?” Sovereign Doyne began to struggle with the weight of what she 
saw in my eyes. 

| removed the sheathe from my back and tossed it to Yseria. Facing 
the Crown and her vaunted guard, | held my hands wide and waited for 
Cat. 

“It is often said that one can judge a person’s mind by the state of 
his body. Ara, please show her what it costs to be the Wind Catcher.” 

| popped off my jacket and vambraces, dropping them on the floor. 
My leather and mesh top followed, and then my self-dyed undershirt. 
The gallery was kind enough to throw me a few pleasing whistles 
along with the gasps and a few hearty screams. My hellfire burns vied 
proudly with the older scars of slashes and burns that adorned my 
chest and back. | spun around slowly, listening to Doyne’s reaction in 
my mind. 

Her husband had been butchered by Yan Magata, the legendary 
assassin of House Rathven. Her heart was filled with fear and loathing 
at my vulgar display. 

“You think to move me with your wounds? My soldiers offer as 
much to defend this realm.” 

“And yet you do not,” | replied. “You’ve never felt the agony of 
hellfire rage across your skin, and thus, you are heedless of its cost.” 

The crowd gasped again, and | dared not look back. | could feel 
Cat’s shame and utter hatred of Sovereign Doyne for her hard-hearted 
response. | listened to the gentle scuff of her boots as she spun in 
place, showing the entire hall the same hellfire burns that coated her 
torso and neck. She would carry them forever because of the Wind 
Catcher. 

“Yser, please,” | whispered. 


Yseria moved to help clothe Cat while Becks, of all people, began 
picking up my vambraces and jacket from the open floor. | touched 
Becks’s arm, pulling the fear and anger from her heart. We hadn't had 
a chance to catch up before the impromptu audience. | hadn’t meant to 
wound her with my display, but Sovereign Doyne was another matter. 

Once Cat and | were both buttoned up, | collected my sword and 
drew it forth, “The First Fang of the Damogir of Niantia could have 
defeated Yan Magata, and in doing so, it would have enslaved your 
realm far more than Mono Rathven intended. | killed all three, allowing 
you to continue your reign in feigned ignorance.” 

| pointed my blade at Sovereign Doyne but spoke to the full gallery 
around us, “What ruler risks the heart and soul of the most dangerous 
weapon on the continent? Who in their right mind untethers an 
unstoppable beast?” 

The room descended into silence. 

| looked into the eyes of the Sovereign’s Own. Their blades were 
drawn, but they had yet to advance any farther against us. 

| inched forward, up the first step, testing their resolve, “Who do you 
protect if not this realm? Your Sovereign is a fool. She leads Fugaku to 
ruin as much as the Damogir of Niantia led his realm into the abyss. As 
Wind Catcher, | cannot ignore the threat Sovereign Doyne represents.” 

The Crown Guard elites were gifted with a clear sight ability to 
discern the truth and strike. My words were all the evidence they 
needed, but they seemed frozen in place, unable to make the decision 
that their realm required. 

Sovereign Doyne shuddered and fell to her knees, saying, “What do 
you want from me, Wind Catcher?” 

Perhaps, her clear sight finally saw the truth, or her weary mind let 
go of the rope that held it above a floor stained brown. As Doyne 
crumbled, her dread rushed in and filled what was left of her heart. 

“You are learning fast,” Rei-Seeck purred in my mind, offering 
counsel from a House of Death. “The Sovereign has never recovered 
from her husband’s death. She was forced to fill the role as you are 
now.” 

| walked up the dais steps and waved the bodyguards back with my 
empty left hand. They complied with their weapons still at the ready. 


With a single backhand sweep of my blade, | could take the head 
off the Crown of Fugaku. More than twice my age, she seemed like a 
child caught in a web of deceit. She bowed her head and waited. 

The Kingdom of Colivar elevated the Vigils to a rank on par with the 
King for one good reason. Somewhere, deep in its past, a scene much 
like this must have played itself out. It was certainly too long ago if 
King Falbrenn had managed to forget its significance. Taking that as a 
sign, | figured the Wind Catcher had existed long before, but its true 
purpose had been forgotten. | wouldn’t allow the same to happen with 
Sovereign Doyne. The urn in Qreyl had cracked in half, anointing me 
as the Black Prince and leaving me to do as | saw fit. 

If the devil doesn’t want you back, you had better make the best of 
it. 

Hal-Raekorn had shown me how. | sheathed my sword and held out 
my right hand. “Sovereign Doyne, give me your hand and your pledge 
of fealty.” 

Some of those watching may have thought | was forgiving her for 
the many grievances we’d bestowed upon the court that afternoon. It 
wasn’t so, but she healed nonetheless as | grasped her hand and drew 
forth all the darkness that ailed her heart. In doing so, | consumed the 
constant fear that ruled her world and brushed away the web of Black 
that still clung to her mind. 

Doyne looked up in shock, “How?” 

“It's the power of the Wind Catcher. Now, | require your 
unbreakable pledge.” 

Before her entire court, Sovereign Doyne remained on her knees 
and bowed her head once more. The courtiers all stood and bowed, as 
did the Sovereign’s Own. The gallery of onlookers eventually followed 
suit. 

And just like that, my war with Fugaku was over. 


Chapter 10 


The Tannoo Triad 


“Nothing has changed,” | said. “As far as you’re concerned.” 

The courageously large yet mostly empty hall seemed to amplify my 
voice. Bann lone, Carolus Lampe, and Angus Rhill sat across the Wind 
Catcher's dining room table. The three Gray bosses offered plenty of 
skepticism, knowing I’d leap-frogged them all by capturing the Crown. 
With Rebekah Na’am on my left and Cressida Storm sitting to my right, 
there seemed to be a stalemate of sorts, a perfect balance of Gray 
power, but | was no longer a Gray Prince. 

“You declared war on the Crown of Fugaku and won,” said Angus 
Rhill. “How are we to believe you haven’t asked us here to complete 
your coup?” 

Cressida and | both wore our weapons openly, but that was more 
for our protection than a hint at our intentions. Each boss had been 
allowed a pair of bodyguards, and ours stood two long strides behind 
us. 

“Angus, we've asked you here as a courtesy. You know we could 
reach you easily enough if we had other plans. My sister tells me 
you've mutually agreed to cut ties with House Na’am, and | concur. It is 
time we all reached a broader agreement.” 

“What do you have to offer?” said Bann lone. 

“Master lone, it would be wrong to forget your attacks on House 
Na’am or the deals with Niantia that brought a demon into the court of 
Sovereign Doyne. As such, | offer you your continued existence as 
part of the Tannoo Triad.” 

“You offer threats?” 


“| offer consequences at every bad turn, and yours was one of the 
worst. Don’t forget, you’re sitting in the manse of the Wind Catcher, 
and those bodyguards behind me are merely here for show.” 

Carolus Lampe, a man short of stature and temperament, knew the 
score. “Master lone has made a grievous mistake. Rule and be done 
with it.” His knuckles sounded twice on the table to underscore his 
steadfast position. 

“Angus Rhill, what is your opinion on the matter?” Rhill was as 
slippery as any Gray boss I’d ever met and a master at judging the 
precariousness of any situation. 

“While | count myself a rival, | recommend that Bann lone name his 
own fate.” 

| had to agree. The Triad was the most stable configuration Tannoo 
had seen in decades, and to kick out a leg now would be a long-term 
disaster for many. 

| returned my gaze to the accused, “And what do you say, Master 
lone?” 

Bann lone coughed in surprise, “What?” 

“Do you have any talented sisters to trade like Master Rhill? Or a 
cousin in control of Larkton like Master Lampe? What do you offer as a 
remedy for your mistakes?” 

I'd stopped short of saying, ‘It better be good.’ The man could hang 
himself for all | cared. 

Bann lone seemed to be measuring the rope as he looked into my 
eyes and smiled, “I offer you your wife.” 

Before | knew it, the strong arms of Tumo Storm had me wrapped in 
a bear hug while Jack Wise pinned us both to the dining room’s back 
wall. I'd only been joking about them being there for show, but it was a 
little late to explain. 

Careck stepped forward on Becks’s left while Cressida covered the 
right half of the long table. Only Becks had remained seated 
throughout the sudden reconfiguration, and | could feel her venom 
bubbling forth. 

“Gentlemen, please take a seat.” A new player walked into the 
dining room with the Harrows at her back. Ayla’sen righted my chair 
and took a seat beside Becks. “Ignore the Gray Wind for a moment 


and know that Lord Storm is about to kill you all.” 

Even | was convinced by the tone of her words. Rhill took his seat 
first, followed by Lampe and a scornful lone. In case | broke free, 
Cress remained standing, but she didn’t seem too concerned. She 
knew the strength of her brothers even better than I. 

“Who the—who are you?” said lone, barely avoiding his death. 

Becks made the introductions, “Gentlemen and Master lone, this is 
Ayla’sen Storm, sister of Lord Storm and daughter of the Dungarr 
Basin. She grew up on our realm’s western border but eagerly 
anticipates the feuds of Tannoo. She is untouchable by decree of Lord 
Storm.” 

Ayla didn’t waste any time. “Masters Rhill and Lampe, your standing 
has now been elevated to match that of the Sovereign Crown. With an 
oath of fealty to House Storm, you will be considered untouchable and 
offered new opportunities to bolster your Houses. House Na’am has 
been given similar terms by House Storm. Do you accept the offer?” 

Ayla’s unforced tone sounded like a countdown toward a reckoning 
of epic proportions. Both bosses took her message in stride, giving 
their solemn oaths and stepping out of the room. They were true 
believers. 

That left Bann lone in the hot seat. His eyes followed the backs of 
his rivals out the door, but he didn’t bolt. It would have been pointless. 

“Master lone, make your next words count,” said Ayla. She was 
unarmed, except for the claw-dagger on her back and the overly 
enticing dress that she wore. 

Casually leaning against the wall beside me, Rifter couldn’t take his 
eyes off of her. He’d seen her work before. Ayla placed her hands flat 
on the table, and | could see Cressida watching them as much as lone. 

“| did not witness the abduction, but my sources tell me that a half- 
elf and her dark elf brother, each bearing blackblades, were being held 
captive by the Count in Groene.” 

“When?” said Ayla. 

“Four months ago.” 

Feth. 

“You knew who they were?” 

“| had seen them both in the Crown Hall last year, so, hearing the 


report, | had an idea of who they might be.” 

“And yet you did nothing?” 

“My allegiance was to the Crown, not the Wind Catcher.” And by 
‘the Crown,’ lone certainly meant himself. 

“Master lone, you are certainly smarter than that,” said Ayla. “Tell us 
everything you know.” 

“The elves were brought to the castle, and no one has seen them 
leave. The slavers haven't taken them south.” 

“Who owns the castle?” 

“The Count, though he is rarely seen. He is an incredibly protective 
individual when it comes to his wealth and his domain.” 

“You’ve met him?” 

“Yes, once. It was a meeting much like today’s, and | wasn’t invited 
back.” 

“His House name?” 

“He goes by Ramon, but his House is the entire cesspit that is 
Groene.” 

“What is the Count’s main business?” 

“You name it. Slaves, whores, and mercenaries of all flavors. 
Gambling, fighting pits, and rum from the southern coasts. He owns 
the largest slice of everything there and isn’t interested in sharing.” 

“And yet you have watchers among his crowds?” 

“With that much business at stake, wouldn’t you?” 

“How much do you pay him?” 

“For what?” 

“For access to his town. I’m sure you make a tidy profit off of the 
information you collect.” 

lone squinted at Ayla, trying to measure her insight. “You are 
correct. Everyone wants to know what comes and goes on the realm’s 
southern border.” 

“Have you sold any information regarding the whereabouts of Lady 
Storm?” 

lone hesitated, and Ayla lifted her right index finger from the table. A 
moment later, she also raised her thumb. 

lone took notice of Cressida’s eyes. “Yes, | have. A contingent of 
dark elves found their way to Tannoo a month ago. They paid 


handsomely.” 

“They paid handsomely for news of the Wind Catcher’s wife, and 
you gave it to them?” Ayla lifted another finger from the table. 

lone began to sweat. “That is my main business. Proper knowledge 
is the key to power.” 

By now, Ayla had become a sorceress, and her fingers were 
brimming with power. She curled one of her hands into a fist, leaving 
the other flat. 

“Master lone, the wisest among us might say that knowledge leads 
to along and prosperous life if it’s properly shared.” 

lone looked over Ayla’s shoulder at me. | was still pinned in place, 
but my reach extended beyond the arms of Tumo and Jack. | pushed a 
wave of fear into the room as Ayla lifted yet another digit. | couldn’t see 
her face, but | knew she felt the mood shift without reason. She didn’t 
try to hide a smile. 

The wayward boss got the hint. “I can give you a name and a place 
to start in Groene. | never shared that with the elves.” 

Ayla nodded and lifted another finger. 

“Find a man named Bilal. He runs the largest of the arenas, and the 
Count often attends the biggest matches. We suspect that Ramon 
uses a secret passage to get there because no one ever sees him go 
in or out the castle gate.” 

“Why Bilal?” 

“He’s the Count’s man and easily bought.” 

“Rented then, not bought,” said Ayla. “Which one are you?” 

“Neither. | will swear allegiance to House Storm and make amends.” 

Ayla pointed at the bodyguards behind lone and the far door. “Bring 
in the other two. They must witness the occasion. The Triad will 
guarantee the fidelity of its members.” 

Lampe and Rhill returned to observe the third oath-taking. 

Ayla closed the meeting by setting the rules. “The Triad remains. 
Remember your oaths are to House Storm and remember the fate of 
Mono Rathven. | watched what my brother did to his House, and he'll 
do the same to yours if | let him. That is a warning, not a threat. 

“The family of Lord Storm is considered untouchable, including his 
wife, his sisters, brothers, and cousins. There is no surer way to end 


your House’s entire existence than to show hostility or negligence 
toward any of our family. If you must fight, do it among yourselves. 

“Your fealty to the Crown must remain for the good of Fugaku but 
know that Lord Storm will step in on your behalf or the Crown’s if it is 
warranted. His influence in Niantia exceeds his influence here. Future 
opportunities will surely arise.” 

“What about Colivar?” Lampe was a predictably greedy fellow. 

Ayla smiled at the man’s appetite. “We have strong connections 
there, including the overseer of the Lower Districts in Maidenhall. If you 
have a business proposal, come to me first.” 

“So, you’re the gatekeeper for House Storm?” 

Ayla and | had faced a triad before during the War of the Gray 
Prince. It had been a brutal and overly bloody affair where everyone 
wanted to take the first swing. Through it all, Ayla had skillfully steered 
our rivals into my bloody grasp. 

Still trapped in my brothers’ strong grip, | sealed Ayla’s position, 
“Ayla’sen creates favorable winds for House Storm. She is my sister 
and now my second in Tannoo. Our connection is constant, and she 
speaks for me in every capacity. If you want to get on my good side, 
heed her words and find her a more modest tailor.” 

With the Triad bosses completely out of the Crown Quarter, Jack 
released his hold, allowing Ayla to step in and hug me. In a moment, 
Tumo let go as well, letting the waif tame the beast within me. Ayla had 
played her role in the meeting to perfection, and yet we ended the day 
in an even more taxing situation. 

“Brother, another war?” said Ayla. 

“Yes. Would you stay here and mind the Quarter while | take care of 
it?” 

Ayla relaxed, “Send me Sorrow when you get the chance.” 

“We will be coming straight back before anything more is decided.” 

“That’s not true,” said Ayla. “You’ve already decided plenty.” 

| nodded at her insight, “You know, a brother can only love his little 
sister So much.” 

“We're always even in that capacity.” 

“So, another war?” said Cress. “When do we leave?” 

“You don't. I’m only taking my two bodyguards.” 


“lm not your bodyguard anymore?” Cress had always been far 
more than that. She was a formidable power in her own right and 
would help maintain the stability in Tannoo while | was gone. 

“You've been promoted. Please stay here with Ayla until things 
settle. We went entirely too easy on the Triad.” 

Cressida made a salient point, “What about Runa, Cat, and Hart? 
Which one will go with you to make sure you come back?” 

| didn’t want to risk any of them but found myself studying Ayla. “Cat 
will be going with me once Ayla works some more of her magic.” 

Becks crossed her arms, “Groene is a cesspool of vice, violence, 
and abuse. It’s a trap for the desperate and unwary.” 

“Do | seem like either of those?” 

“Yes,” my sisters replied in unison. 

“Then it’s a good thing that Cat will be coming with me. Becks, why 
would Raven go there of all places?” 

“It’s the last place the dark elves would look for her. While Groene 
has a diverse mix of clientele, none of them are suited to a dark elf, let 
alone the daughter of a king. Also, as Bann lone pointed out, it has a 
highly defensible castle and a reclusive boss. He might have offered 
her a haven to weather the storm.” 

In return for what? 

“Do you think the Count knows who she is?” | said. 

Ayla offered me a look of sympathy. “Ara, how much would the 
Count have paid Bann lone for that bit of information?” 

“While I’m gone, | want you to find out the sum. We'll send lone the 
bill when | get back.” 


Chapter 11 


Welcome to Groene 


Burning another bloody knot, | confirmed Bann lone’s prediction of 
Raven’s whereabouts. The smoke had drifted southeast from Tannoo 
in the direction of Groene, and we were gone from the capital before 
dawn the following day. 

We kept an eye on every wagon or traveler we passed on the road 
southwest, hoping to mark any predators before they marked us. | 
didn’t like the way teamsters stared at Cat as we rode past, and 
Becks’s warning about the desperate and unwary echoed in my head. | 
was desperate to find Raven and figured if Becks and Ayla could see 
it, so could the watchers. 

A day from Tannoo, the road faded into a well-packed wagon track, 
and by the end of day two, it was certain to tax the strongest of axles 
with its uneven ground. By then, we weren’t that far from Groene but 
decided it would be safer to camp within the wooded hills that ranged 
above the road. The owls and wolves would be easier to dissuade than 
Groene’s notorious slavers. 

Around midnight, a different sort of hunter found our track and 
followed it into our camp. The bellow of Walker Grey warned us of his 
approach as he worked his way up and around a small hill. We'd 
risked a campfire in a bid to stay warm, and Walker seemed apologetic 
for disturbing our cozy scene. “Ber’y/ said there was another demon 
about, but | had to see it to believe it.” 

| was overjoyed to meet the Paladin. “Well met, Walker Grey. Your 
niece has come for a visit.” 

The look on the man’s face went from confusion to surprise and 


back again, but he scooped up Cat in a bear-like hug that would surely 
sustain them both. “Where is Cynan the Black?” 

“He’s vacationing in Qreyl,” | said. “I’ve come to find my wife.” 

It didn’t take us long to assure him that Qreyl was in good hands, 
but Walker refused to accept the idea that Cat would be going into 
Groene in the morning. 

“The best thing about that town is the death-demon that haunts it. 
Why bring Cat here?” 

| took hold of Cat’s hand again in our nightly ritual of summoning 
reality and chasing away pain. “Walker, you wouldn't want me to go 
wandering off before we found Raven, would you?” 

Cat’s constant contact helped us both heal. Beyond that, | expected 
Cat to be a great distraction among the watchers in Groene that were 
looking out for more serious trouble. Either way, with Careck and 
Yseria as bodyguards, we didn’t plan on staying there for long. 

“Now you’ve got me worried. How do you plan on finding the Gray 
Princess?” 

| explained my tried and true method, “We'll simply start at the 
bottom and work our way up.” 


At the end of the rough road, the festering city of Groene shared its 
decay with a small valley. Running through the vale, a mountain 
stream had grown into a river with the coming end of winter. Beyond 
the town, the foothills of the Ironbark Mountains dominated the scene 
while a smugglers’ track wended its way farther south and east into the 
drier landscape of a barren wasteland. 

High up on the eastern side of the valley, a singular, ancient castle 
kept watch over the unfettered activities below it. Guarded by cliffs and 
accessed only by a narrow switchback trail, the hold of Count Ramon 
featured an iron-bound gate and thirty-foot-tall stone walls. From the 
outside, it appeared well-maintained and formidable. It offered a 
secure perch to the boss of the most dangerous and unpredictable city 
on this side of the Everest Range. 

Lacking any standing with the Fuga Crown, Count Ramon of 
Groene had an utterly unsanctioned moniker. Becks wasn’t even sure 
if he held Gray House standing beyond the limits of the busy cesspool 


of a town. At first sight, | figured if the burg had a sanctioned mayor, 
they would have burned the place to the ground ages ago. Maybe they 
had, and nobody had noticed a difference. All in all, cesspool was too 
nice a word. 

The busiest streets offered the luxury of broken cobblestone to 
offset the adjacent alleyways of mud and the rancid smell of the 
crowded cattle pens on the town’s southside. Lacking any pretense at 
organization, pubs, inns, dens, and arenas of all sizes vied for 
attention around an unkempt central square. Every inn was a brothel, 
and every pub hosted impromptu fights on par with the larger arenas. It 
said so on the banners out front. The cattle pens held far more than 
cattle. 

While most transactions occurred within the wooden-walled 
establishments, the open-air markets offered steep discounts in cost 
and quality. Hawkers filled the surroundings with their constant drone 
of goods and services while burning refuse pits dotted the square and 
the alleys with acrid smoke. Most arguments were settled in immediate 
and permanent fashion on the square or, for those looking to make 
some coin, in one of the many sizable fighting pits. 

“Hold there, good sir.” A man of above-average hygiene perched on 
a boulder at the northern edge of the town. He was obviously 
positioned to take advantage of any newcomers and knew an 
unfamiliar face when he saw it. He pointed at Cat, “Where did you find 
a maiden so young and beautiful?” 

“Cut with the frothy words,” | replied. “We both know she is a gem 
beyond the means of this foul city.” 

The man immediately switched to a look of feigned indignation. He 
knew a pro when he saw it, and that gave him hope for success. “I’m 
Ghio. | offer the best brides in Groene. Perhaps we can come to an 
agreement and walk away with an immense profit between us.” 

Ghio licked his lips, ignoring the long blades on our backs. Outside 
of Cat, it was as if we barely existed. Careck rode on Cat’s right with 
the massive form of Walker Grey and the exotic form of Yseria Warric 
guarding our backs. In Groene, Bodyguards were merely servants and 
as common as flies among the horses. 

“Ghio, how am | to know your sincerity? What can you offer a man 


that has never been to Groene?” | gave Cat’s hand a squeeze for 
reassurance, mine not hers. 

She seemed to enjoy the unwanted attention and crude 
negotiations on her behalf. It was all a game of introduction that any 
newcomer might play. 

Ghio held out a surprisingly clean silk scarf dyed green and blue. 
“For the lady. It will protect her from the stares of many.” 

Cat wore a riding dress cut low around her neck. It was better 
suited for a casual gathering in an urban setting, and her warm leather 
jacket didn’t completely hide her hellfire scars. 

Ghio smiled in fascination as Cat tied the scarf around her neck, 
“Sir, | see you are a connoisseur and know how to soften up a prize.” 

As a warning of the inhumanity that flowed around us, Ghio’s 
candor slapped me in the face. | felt its effects on Walker Grey as he 
reddened in anger. 

| pulled down my collar to show Ghio even fresher results. “You 
speak boldly, sir. It is my sister that softens me. Would you dare to feel 
her touch?” 

Ghio shook his head frantically. “Many pardons, sir. | cannot afford 
such a specimen.” 

“| thought so. My sister enjoys the harsher encounters in life while 
her brothers enjoy a fair wager. Would you recommend an arena 
where a heavy purse might be of use?” 

“Of course, the largest arena is called the Diamond. It sits beneath 
the cliff and the castle. They offer the highest bidding, but don’t be late. 
All the fighting pits close at dusk due to a shortage of lamp oil, and | 
would suggest securing your nightly accommodations beforehand.” 

“| feel you have a place in mind.” | flipped a gold mark to the man 
and his oil-filled mien. 

“The Crooked Arrow has the quietest rooms and strongest doors. 
They are home to an energetic clientele. Please tell Orosia that Ghio 
sent you.” 

“One last item before we take our final steps into Groene. What do 
the colors green and blue mean to you?” | watched the man’s reaction 
closely. 

Ghio’s gaze didn’t flicker, but the extra time it took him to control his 


reaction was a perfect tell. “The Master is suspicious. Perhaps he 
thinks me a watcher for a gang waiting up the block. To that, | offer him 
a scarf in the color of his choosing.” 

“| prefer one in silver and gray.” 

“That is an expensive weave. Orosia may be able to help you find 
it.” With that, Ghio bowed and hastily retreated from his rock, leaving 
deep tracks in the mud. 

Some would question my wisdom at bringing Cat into this den of 
denigration, and sometimes they would be right, but not today. For a 
city filled with predators, | only had to recognize those hottest and 
nearest to our hearts as we walked along the main street through 
town. 

“Everyone dismount and walk to the right of your horse,” | said. 
“Walker, be ready with your shield on Cat’s right. Yseria, watch the 
rear. Cat, catch the reins of our mounts when Careck and | go for our 
blades. Careck will stay near our group when they try to draw me 
away.” 

There was a benefit to having a blood brother of Careck’s stature. 
He wasn’t overly imposing like Walker Grey. Still, his sense of 
another’s weaknesses, paired with a keen awareness of how his 
strengths and abilities should be applied, gave me a dangerous 
bodyguard that was easily overlooked. | planned to leverage that to the 
hilt of our blackblades if | could keep my unkempt rage under control. 
Everywhere | went, | expected to find hellfire waiting around the next 
corner, and sometimes | was right. 

The Crooked Arrow was on the main avenue but still several blocks 
ahead. At the nearest corner, a refuse pit burned, obscuring the 
intersection with dark smoke. | handed my reins to Cat and strode 
forward to make a donation. Tossing in the last knot of Dania’s making, 
the black smoke congealed and flowed in a steady direction up and to 
the east, directly in line with the solitary castle. It also did wonders for 
the scene around us, unmasking the armed men waiting in the alley on 
our right and flooding me with an urgent desire to meet them. 

The rogues carried hand axes and short swords. A few of the more 
skilled had daggers in their off-hands. Each wore cheap leathers and a 
look of surprise as | drew my blackblade and charged into their midst. 


Behind them, another black blur attacked with a wicked growl. 

Our group waited back from the corner of the alley, and | knew 
Careck stood in front of Cat. He felt my fury as it broke free of my soul. 
In an instant, | was back in Qreyl, facing the Infernal warlord and the 
Black that blanketed my being. | tore it all apart until nothing stirred, 
and | howled with emptiness at the loss that still existed within my 
heart. 

Groene was the ugly stepsister of Qreyl, born out of loss and greed 
and the quest for domination. The Black would never try to conquer it. 
The cold, vacant hearts of mankind had already set up shop, leaving 
nothing for the demons to feast upon. It was a tar-filled trap and 
nothing more. 

| wiped my blade on the back of a faceless assailant. Around me, 
eleven men swam in pools of red, drowning in their broken ambitions. 
At the far end of the alley, another growl matched mine. Coming in low, 
the giant black cat crept forward with eyes that glowed like fiery coals. 
It sniffed at the corpses and stilled when | caught its gaze. 

“Am | so different?” | whispered. 

The image of Ayla drifted into my head. 

“Ayla is fine. She asks for you.” 

Sorrow seemed unsure of its mission and circled in place, waiting 
for me to make up my mind. 

“Make sure they know you made this mess before you go.” | pointed 
northeast, telling the death-demon to find and protect its favorite brood 
sister. 

The beast raced from the alley, growling loudly in the midday sun. 
Denizens of the swamp screamed and ran as Sorrow reversed our 
path and headed out of town. In seconds it was gone from sight, and a 
dark threat of a completely different sort appeared. 

Opposite the bloody alley, the square connected several unseemly 
paths deeper into the centermost section of town. Hawkers called out 
for patrons and pointed down the unknown avenues. The arenas and 
drug dens were open for business. Others offered an escort into the 
slaver section to the south and the pens. Through this open stain of 
humanity stalked a dangerous seven-headed monster. 

Returning to our group, | reset our thin line. “Walker and Careck, 


guard Cat. Yseria, with me.” 

Yseria tied off our mounts and drew her blackblade. | admired her 
lithe form and figured she could take on at least two of her kind if 
things got out of control. 

| whispered, “Yser, who are they?” 

“Salema Kazamil and her cousin Ferran Vyl. The others are 
probably Kazamil House guards. The guards lack blackblades, but that 
doesn't mean they’re unskilled.” 

The elven guards’ long-bladed spears lacked the prestige of a royal 
contender but flaunted heavy, blue steel and a far longer reach. 

“And the peers? 

“Salema has a dangerous reputation in Bastian. Ferran is capable 
but from a lesser noble House.” 

The group of dark elves halted several paces away. A dark-elf 
matching Yseria in stature but having several years on her in age and 
intensity spoke first, “| am Salema Kazamil. Whose blade do you 
wield?” 

Only Yseria had drawn her blackblade, so | gave her a nudge. “l 
think she’s talking to you.” 

Yseria seemed confused for a moment but finally answered, “Il am 
Yseria Warric. | wield the blade of my brother, Lord Ylamil-Storm.” 

Like a skilled predator, the woman’s sharp eyes traced the contours 
of the scene, picking out key details and weighing the threat. She 
reached back and tapped the hilt of her sword, waiting for our 
response. 

| placed a gentle hand on Yseria’s shoulder, and she took the hint, 
sheathing her blade. Nobody relaxed at the small gesture. 

“It is said that your brother set the demons upon the walls of 
Bastian. You were there. You helped save the northern wall. The elven 
blood that was spilled that day continues to flow.” Salema’s hands 
shook in anger as she spoke, “Yseria Warric, how can you protect the 
Black Prince?” 

Yseria took a moment to answer. She looked around her, spying 
Walker Grey, and waved him forward. 

“Salema Kazamil, this is Paladin Walker Grey. More than anyone 
that day, he held the northern wall of Bastian. He also serves the 


House of Ylamil-Storm.” 

“The giant is well known.” Kazamil and her crew gave Grey a slight 
bow. “But what eludes us all is the fate of our king and the reason for 
it.” 

Tired of being ignored, | nudged Yseria again. 

She got the hint. “Salema Kazamil, Ferran Vyl, this is my brother 
Ara Ylamil-Storm.” 

There was a good reason I’d been left out of the introductions, but 
the negotiations had to begin sometime. As one, the seven elves 
brandished their weapons and fanned out. | fought to keep my hands 
at my sides as | took a half-step in front of Yseria, blocking her way 
into the coming melee. 

They’d known who | was from the start but had followed elven 
etiquette in a bid to avoid bloodshed. | took that as a worthy goal. 

Kazamil pointed her blackblade at my throat, “You murdered King 
Janus Ylamil.” 

“| won't deny my role, and yet, your presence here is proof that a 
war will outlast those that start it.” | drew my blade. “The king and his 
counselor threatened the survival of their city-state, and with their 
attacks against my wife, they declared war on my House. It would have 
been a crime on my part to ignore their misdeeds.” 

Kazamil’s eyes flashed between mine and the blade that | wielded, 
saying, “You carry a blade of kings.” 

| raised my blade, aiming it at her right eye. “It is my right as the 
Black Prince. The sword was a gift, not a trophy.” 

Thankfully, Salema Kazamil didn’t ask from whom. She knew who 
carried the blade before me, and she knew why | was in Groene. It 
made the current confrontation all the more dangerous. 

| held my sword steady, “Why are you hunting my wife—the savior 
of Bastian?” 

Kazamil seemed to flounder at my question. “The outcast brought a 
curse upon our valley. She must be removed from the line of 
succession.” 

“What do you know of curses? Are you a witch?” In an instant, | was 
consumed by the thought. 

“Brother, hold.” Careck clamped his hand on my arm, forcing down 


Rei-Seeck. “Yseria, tell her to answer before | am forced to let go.” 

Yseria nudged me back a step. “Salema Kazamil, you know nothing 
of curses, and you fight another's war against a House you know 
nothing about. We have no quarrel with you.” 

“But the demons will come back. | fought on the eastern wall. | saw 
what they can do.” 

“Did you see my wife when she jumped from the wall and fought the 
Hell-knight?” | said. 

“Yes.” 

Yseria took it an important step further, “Salema, did you try to back 
her up? Or did you hope that the demon-knight would win?” 

My clear sight was a threat to everyone present, and | barked, 
“Don't answer that.” 

If Kazamil answered, | would see the truth and carve her into 
pieces. Barely held in check by Careck, | waited for the wisdom of 
Saint Yseria to sink into the mind of Salema Kazamil. The duplicity of 
the dark elves was their own eternal curse. It afflicted every one of 
their kind. 

Ferran Vyl sheathed his blade and stepped back. “I watched them 
carry Lady Ylamil back in. Even then, | knew that she would be hunted. 
Lacking her mate, she was vulnerable in the eyes of many.” 

Kazamil lowered her blade. “Lord Storm, as the Black Prince, why 
weren't you there to protect her?” 

“| was in Niantia, protecting you and everyone else. | was making 
sure that the demons wouldn't come back.” 

“You were in Niantia?” 

“Yes. The war there is over, and yet the war of the dark elves 
continues unabated.” 

“The Interregnum ends in two months with the crowning of a new 
king in Bastian.” 

“A massacre with a time limit?” 

Kazamil finally sheathed her sword, “Perhaps, but not today.” 


Chapter 12 
The Diamond 


The Crooked Arrow Inn was larger and cleaner than expected, but 
its clientele reeked of bad intentions. The common room was mostly 
empty. A few early risers flaunted less than modest dresses while a 
line of regulars warmed themselves along the bar counter. A crew of 
heavily armed mercenaries used their mugs and sharpest stares to 
guard a sizable table in the back corner, leaving most of the room and 
the fireplace to us. All in all, | liked the spot. 

“This will be our home in Groene,” | said. “If we get separated, 
return here until someone finds you.” 

I'd shown the stable hands my blackblade and a pair of silver 
marks, giving them a choice in how they watched over our steeds. 

“You're late. They're waiting for you in the back.” A smartly dressed 
woman perhaps twice my age pointed to the back corner. “The 
captain’s in a sour mood.” 

“Then perhaps we'll eat first and reserve a few of your rooms for 
tonight. | hear they’re quiet.” 

“Each bed comes with its own warmer, and the amount of noise 
each makes depends on your purse. You can pick one now or later, 
but | would keep a close eye on the two you've already got. They'll 
fetch a gold mark each, maybe two.” 

| held out my hand, “I’m Mister Gray.” 

“Orosia. House Matron.” 

| untied the scarf from Cat’s neck and handed it over. “Please give 
this to Master Ghio. Tell him he owes me for its return.” 

“Ghio, you say? Not sure I’ve heard of him.” 


“I’m not sure he will turn up today. He’s busy finding another crew.” 

“What happened to the last one?” 

“A death-demon found them lurking in an alley near the main 
square.” 

The woman glanced at the back of the room. “Those are bounty 
hunters back there. Maybe you should mention it to the captain. Being 
short a few men, he might pay you more.” 

The captain didn’t look like anyone I’d ever met. The scars on his 
face spoke loudly of a far dirtier life, but his armor and weapons were 
immaculate. Maybe he knew Ghio or the men I'd killed. 

“Are they regular customers?” | said. 

“As regular as it gets in Groene. His presence and regular flow of 
mercenaries keep places like the Crooked Arrow open.” 

Assuming business was booming, the bounty hunters might be able 
to afford a place like this. If not, there were always the fighting pits. 

“We’re here for the blood sport. Can you recommend any of the 
arenas?” | tapped my purse. 

“The Diamond is the largest and nearest to the cliff. It's owned by 
the Count. If you want something smaller and more intimate, try the 
War Horse on the south side of the square. Are you fighting or 
gambling?” 

“Both,” | clapped Careck on the shoulder. “I’m looking to make 
some coin in a hurry.” 

“Groene is the place to make a killing if you’re willing to risk it all.” 

“Are you?” 

“What do you mean?” 

| placed a small yet brilliant white diamond on the table between us. 
“The air around here can get awfully cold at night. Are you willing to 
warm me up?” 

Orosia licked her lips, “For that, I'll do anything you want.” 

| handed her the gem and spoke proudly enough for everyone in the 
place to hear, “I'll see you tonight after the arenas close.” 

Orosia bowed and promised our rooms would be waiting. Taking 
Cat’s hand, | walked to the back of the room. 

The bounty hunters greeted us with time-worn tact, “What the feth 
do you want?” 


Perhaps they were the jealous type. | would be if | saw Cat on the 
arm of another man. | might think he was showing off or something. 

“Gentlemen, there was a demon attack this morning only a few 
blocks from here. Would you care to do something about it?” 

“’m Captain Borrell, and you are?” 

“I’m Mister Gray, and this is my sister. She gets frightened easily.” 

“Your sister? You don’t look much alike.” 

“My wife is half-blind and doesn’t seem to notice.” | patted my purse 
as a way of further introduction, “Seeing as I’ve got my hands full, 
perhaps you would be interested in rounding up some men and 
hunting down the demon.” 

“A demon has been hunting Groene for months. You’re dressed for 
a fight, so why don’t you and your bodyguards take care of it?” He 
flipped me a gold mark. 

It was a stout tip and a quick way to get rid of us. Cat caught the 
coin out of the air and tucked it away in her dress. As a distraction, it 
was immense. 

Cat’s voice wavered with newfound concern, “You’re too busy to 
help? Are there any others in town that we could ask?” 

“Try the arenas. We've already got a contract to fulfill.” 

| bowed and thanked Borrell for his generosity. When in Groene, 
always do as the locals advise. 


Master Bilal at the main arena was never too busy to collect an 
entry fee. The Diamond was known for the quantity, if not the quality, 
of fights on any given day, and Bilal assured me that any member of 
my party could fight in today’s tourney. For a small fee, | could even 
replace my fighter for a given bout if | thought it was to my advantage, 
but once the betting began, the fighters would be locked in. 

The afternoon’s rounds were getting underway, and according to 
Bilal, | could simply pay double to bypass the initial bouts. Most of the 
skilled contestants did so, saving themselves for the more advanced 
competition and bigger purses. Wanting to gauge the effectiveness of 
Careck in the pit, | declined the offer to wait. 

“Master Gray, we have a first and last blood policy. The winner of 
each bout is declared at first blood, but if both parties agree, another 


round will be fought until one fighter is incapacitated or dead. 
Wagering is handled separately for both rounds with higher stakes 
being offered in the second.” 

“What are the betting limits?” 

“A thousand gold marks per round, though all arena markers from 
prior rounds will be accepted at full value. Preliminary bouts will be 
fought at even odds. The balance for later matches will be set by the 
House as we gauge each fighter’s quality, so bet early and often.” 

| thanked Bilal for his time and returned to my companions. “Careck, 
for the rest of the day, you are Cat’s bodyguard. Cat, | want you to sit 
close to Careck between bouts and make sure everyone knows he’s 
your protector.” 

“And what do we do?” said Grey. 

“You make sure Careck lives between matches while Yseria 
watches my back. At some point in the day, | intend to join in the fun, 
but in the meantime, Cat and | will be betting everything we can on 
Careck.” 

In a city built by its most predatory citizens, the youthful presence of 
Enricata Ramsey was simply too strong to pass up for those around 
us. The greener fighters of the early bouts weren’t much of a challenge 
to Careck, and after a couple max bets, we spent the rest of the 
afternoon trading in ever-larger markers. The first blood option was a 
wild card. There was always a chance that a lucky nick would find its 
way onto a fighter’s chin, but Careck’s armor and vambraces always 
did the trick. As we reached the later rounds, every fighter was well- 
equipped, and the victors were chosen through skill, not luck, even if 
Careck made it seem otherwise. 

“You’ve done this sort of thing before,” | said. 

I'd seen the way he played out each fight, letting it go on far longer 
than it needed to. Careck even pretended to slip at times or scored by 
an offhand stroke. 

“It was never this easy. It’s like they're losing their minds when they 
fight me.” 

“Enough holding back. Don’t take any chances from here on out.” 

“Why are we doing this?” 

“We're buying our way into the castle.” The markers we held would 


certainly force the owner of the Diamond to act. 

“We are?” said Careck. 

| smiled. “You are winning yourself a bundle, but the game is only 
getting started. When it reaches the end, you will still be Cat’s 
bodyguard for the rest of the night, so don’t tire yourself out.” 

As a newcomer, Careck certainly seemed to confound the odds 
makers, and | took advantage of his mastery while Cat withstood the 
stares and heavy breathing of those around us. She clapped Careck 
on the back after each win, and when she gave him a quick hug at the 
end of one seemingly trying bout, | began to doubt our odds of making 
it out of the arena alive. 

Even Master Bilal was feeling the venom of the situation. He could 
read the crowd’s growing interest and their ire at the upstart, and he 
turned it to his advantage. 

“Master Gray, I’ve invited a few local champions to take on your 
challenger. They will fight under the banner of the Diamond arena and 
its owner, Count Ramon.” 

“Does this also raise the stakes?” | had a feeling that things were 
nearing an end and found myself becoming desperate to get there. 

“Your existing markers will be honored, and from what I’ve been 
told, they are far beyond the house limits already.” 

With the tourney’s sudden elevation, Careck encountered his first 
real challenge of the day. The crowd went nuts. Some say size doesn’t 
matter, but a massive shield and axe combo makes a tough nut to 
crack. It also makes a slow, tired nut to crack after a hundred count 
goes by. Careck was also lagging by the time he finally scored a clean 
hit on the larger man’s knee. The brute should never have tried to kick 
him. 

| cornered Master Bilal while the crowd roared for a blood 
challenge. | showed him my markers, now doubly worrisome for the 
manager. Our winnings dwarfed whatever prize money the tournament 
might pay. “I’m ready to cash these in. My man is spent.” 

Bilal was caught between a lost fortune and a riotous audience. 
“One more bout,” he pleaded. “I'll bring in our reigning champion.” 

Now we were getting somewhere. 

| waved in Careck, and the crowd began to boo. “Master Bilal, I'll 


agree to the following conditions: First, | will fight your champion, not 
Careck. Second, you will guarantee the safety of my bodyguard and 
companions. And third, if | win, you will guarantee my markers by 
taking me to the Count directly for their payment.” 

Bilal took only a moment to think about it. He had nothing to lose in 
the transaction and everything to judge his day as a huge success. “I 
agree. Seeing as you are an honest man, | must warn you that our 
current champion has never lost a match. His skin is free of any scars.” 

It was a dare that | simply couldn’t pass up. 

When the Diamond arena champion stepped onto the field, the tiers 
shook, and the onlookers clapped like a thunderstorm. The dark elf 
wore familiar leathers and wielded the blackblade of House Ylamil. He 
seemed in awe of the raucous crowd and smiled in exchange for their 
adoration. At that moment, Andarion Ylamil knew his war was over. He 
was finally going home. 

Wearing mesh mail and unblemished leathers, | walked out onto the 
pitch. I’d kissed Cat for good luck right before hopping into the pit, 
prodding another round of jeers and wagers against me. The house 
wouldn't fare too badly when their champion lost. 

As a final gesture of goodwill, | showed Master Bilal that | was most 
certainly not an honest man. | stripped off my protection. Steel 
vambraces, chain and leather topcoats, and fluid-soaked undershirts 
fell into a pile on the packed sand behind me. 

Andarion lost his smile as the full extent of my damage was shown, 
but he arrested his sympathy. “Don’t think for a second that I’m going 
to go easy on you,” he said. “Much is owed.” 

“| wish that | could say the same.” | drew Rei-Seeck, forcing him to 
step back. 

Andy steadied himself and launched forward into a deafening 
attack. Between the clash of our blades and the ear-splitting screams 
and whistles from the crowd, we couldn’t even hear ourselves breathe. 
The hard year hadn't broken Andarion, but it had cracked open his 
shell. A new person had emerged, and his gentler side was missing. 
He went for the kill with every stroke. 

| responded in kind, bleeding off a world of unmatched pain and the 
hellish emptiness that mocked my every move. Rei-Seeck took the 


lead as we spun and blocked, countered, and slashed in a blur. 

Neither of us spoke, except with our blades. Not wanting to give 
anything away, our expressions remained blank. 

Minutes flowed by, and the crowd grew sill. 

The scuff of our feet became as dominant as the puffs of air that 
escaped our lips. The flurry of our swords birthed its own cyclone in 
the middle of Groene. 

Andarion was an elven blademaster with a far more polished 
technique than anyone | knew. What he didn’t have was the 
desperation of the Black Prince nor the speed, power, and spatial 
awareness of two Kjaira enforcers backing him up. It would have been 
wrong to leave Madd-Jak out of the mix for this one, and as he 
emerged, the tide of the battle turned. Andarion’s rhythm began to 
labor with fatigue. My strikes were coming harder and faster as his 
began to fade. 

| let him feel it. | let him know the struggle of a champion facing a 
beast that couldn't be stopped. In a way, it was cruel, but he expected 
nothing less. In the end, Rei-Seeck scored his jaw, stopping short of 
his left ear. The sudden pain was more than a shock for the dark elf. It 
was a release. 

Andarion knelt in the sand before me, cradling his blackblade, and 
he wept as if the weapon had died in his arms. 

Careck had followed Yseria’s advice and snuck Cat out of the arena 
during the match while the boisterous crowd was enthralled in the 
action. She knew the quality of sword play that would ensue and the 
likely result. Hopefully, they were safe and warm within one of the 
Crooked Arrow’s better rooms while any would-be predators were 
having second thoughts at hunting them down. 

Dusk was approaching, and | couldn’t fathom Groene after dark. 
Like Andarion, | yearned to be gone. | hurried to don my shirts and 
armor and helped him to his feet. Master Bilal handed me a fresh set 
of debt markers, clapped Andy on the back for his effort, and 
disappeared. 

Andarion knew the way. 


Chapter 13 


Castle Groene 


In my mind, the introductions were still underway, “She is the 
daughter of a king.” 

To Count Ramon, introductions were a complete waste of time. 
“And yet you seek to claim her like all the dark elves that have come 
picking at the carcass of Groene.” 

Grizzled and dark with a focus few could master, the man eyed me 
with distrust even as he sought to conjure up a new bargain. 

| was bone sure he eyed his breakfast in the same way. “Master 
Ramon, everyone sees the buzzards, but no one ever sees the wolf 
that brings the stag down.” 

A dozen swordsmen stood stock still at Ramon’s back. In the 
courtyard of Castle Groene, everything about this ancient ruin seemed 
open-air. Who needs a roof when you’ve got the tallest of walls to hide 
behind? 

“And you’re the wolf?” he countered. 

“No. I’m simply a ghost who’s come to collect his bride.” 

“Funny, but | was expecting someone far grayer in form. Your wife 
was most descriptive. Desperate women do desperate things.” 

Andarion blocked my hand as it reached for my sword. | soun away 
from him before he could lock my wrist and drew my blade. Rei-Seeck 
let out a shriek, and Madd-Jak awoke with a roar, “Play! bouncing 
through my mind. 

My vision turned red as a pall of terror filled the area. Everything 
slowed, and | felt the growing pressure of ten fingers on crossbows 
along the ramparts above me. 


| growled, “Weapons come in colors.” 

If Count Ramon sought to end his own reign, he’d certainly let in the 
right one to do it. A narrow stair to my left curled up to the ramparts 
above us. Only one guard blocked my path to the crossbows arrayed 
above us. On the far side of the courtyard, another narrow stair angled 
downward, deeper into the stronghold. 

The thrum of a bolt over my right shoulder offered its own warning. | 
spun and caught it on my blade, deflecting the shot into the flagstones 
at my feet. | surged toward the nearest stairs as nine more clicks 
snapped at my heels. | dodged to the right and lunged for the Count. 

The blade that blocked mine had its own presence, offering an 
unassailable wall to my sword and fury. 

“Ara.” 

Time slowed even further, coming to a complete stop as | looked 
into the face of the Count’s newest defender. 

kill me now, | thought as | lowered my blade. / wasn’t ever coming 
back. 

An achingly familiar voice gave an order, “Get out. All of you.” 

Stunned, | watched as the Count and his men hurried down the 
back stairs into the castle below. Even Andarion and those on the 
walls above ran from the scene. 

“Ara,” Rae’s voice sounded a third time. 

I'd dropped my sword and found myself staring at it, wondering why 
it was there on the ground at my feet. | couldn’t look up. 

A hand grabbed my chin and lifted it, “Ara, I’m here. Can’t you look 
at me?” 

| looked. “You—you set a trap.” 

The woman wore a clean, modest gown with a warblade slung 
across her back. “And it worked, didn’t it? Just like the one you created 
for me in Bastian.” 

She seemed proud, not angry. She’d defeated the monster that 
threatened Bastian, captured it, and used it to snare another far worse. 

She followed my eyes. “You can’t run. The walls are too smooth 
and too high for you to climb down, and the stairwells have been 
bolted shut. Even Sorrow can’t get in here.” 

| whispered, “I carry my own.” | wanted to reach for her cheek. “You 


—you're more beautiful than | remembered.” 

Her hair was shorter, barely shoulder-length, straight and clean. It 
made her look older, more mature. Her remaining eye blinked a 
brilliant pale gray, and her deep red lips pouted as my eyes traced the 
scars across her face. 

Rae captured my hand and pressed it against her, trapping us both. 
She leaned against my chest. “How was your trip?” 

Qreyl had been a haunting of unimaginable proportions. “You were 
right,” | said. “About the need for distance.” 

“What happened to your neck?” 

“Hellfire.” 

“Oh,” she said. Her finger did its own tracing. “And the plague?” 

“Gone. It went back to Hell with the Damogir and the Black Prince 
that wove it into existence.” 

“And the demon, Koki-Ten?” 

“Also gone. We parted on even footing.” 

Raven seemed to relax with that news. “Did Ayla ever find you?” 

“You could say that we found each other. You'll be happy to know 
she’s gotten herself a boyfriend.” 

“Is she here?” 

“No, she’s in Tannoo.” 

“You left her in charge, didn’t you?” 

“| figured it would keep her out of trouble.” 

“What will Sovereign Doyne think of that?” 

“As far as | know, they haven't met, but | plan to be there for the 
event.” 

“Doyne is weak,” she said. “She wards her position and forgets her 
realm.” 

“I’ve allowed her to remain as she is, with one key adjustment. She 
now serves the Wind Catcher.” 

“You've been busy. Tannoo becomes an even more dangerous 
city.” 

“I’ve already sent Sorrow back to protect Ayla. She also has a pair 
of my brothers as bodyguards, and the Gray Wind is there to keep 
everyone at bay.” 

“You don’t mess around, do you?” 


“Only with Yseria,” | smiled. “The extent of my recent wounds has 
slowed me down considerably.” 

“| didn’t mean it that way.” 

| whispered, “I know. Please forgive me—for everything—for not 
being there to protect you.” 

“| already have.” She buried her head in my chest. Her ordeal had 
been far longer than mine, and her exhaustion rolled over me in 
waves. Still, she hadn’t faltered. 

“Rae, what did you do to the boss of Groene?” 

“Nothing. Count Ramon is filthy rich and has a small army, but he 
isn’t the boss. He owns this castle and the largest of the arenas, but 
beyond that, Groene’s unruly reputation is genuine.” 

“What do we owe Count Ramon for his protection?” 

“Andarion has already paid for it, fighting for Ramon in the arena.” 
Raven hesitated. “Andy killed Lorna when she tried to murder Caolin. 
He took off her ear and sent it to Knamros.” 

| was well aware of the Ylamil family tree and its double-dealings. 
Andarion’s father, Knamros Ylamil, was Raven’s uncle. As the Bastian 
Royal Counselor, Knhamros was an even bigger bastard than I. 

“lll thank Andy for that later.” 

Rae finally broke down, crying into my shoulder, “I never had a true 
family. How could—how could | have been so horribly wrong?” 

| was as guilty as anyone in the bloodline of Ylamil. Not knowing 
that days would turn into months, I'd left Rae to suffer and fend for 
herself. That she had the strength to survive didn’t make it right. 

| wrapped her in my arms. “Rae, you were never wrong except in 
your choice of a mate.” 

“It wasn’t a mistake.” She grabbed my hair and kissed me hard on 
the mouth, breathing new life into a soul that had completely 
floundered. Her desperation flooded the small courtyard, dancing with 
mine. “Ara, it wasn’t a mistake.” 

“No, it wasn't,” | relented, ending the longest of my wars. In the 
day’s waning light, my surrender was complete. 

Rae seemed to understand. She picked up my blade and slid it into 
the sheath on my back. “Why does my heart stir at the touch of your 
blackblade?” 


“It holds your Black soul’s twin, Rei-Seeck. It helped me defeat my 
own twin demon in Qreyl.” 

“The warlord?” 

“Incarnate with hellfire on a chain. It was a late arrival on the 
scene.” 

“I’ve met the beast before. How did you survive?” 

| swallowed, knowing that | couldn’t hide the truth. “Cat and Cynan 
arrived in time to catch me before | was gone for good.” 

“Gone for good?” said Rae. 

My hands shook. “Cat has me cornered, and Hart thinks I’m not 
entirely present.” 

“And yet you came searching for me? | own you now, don’t |?” She 
needed to be found as much as | needed to find her. 

“Yes, if you're still that brave.” 

“Wait here,” she said, heading for the backstairs. 

| waited, and she returned, carrying a small bundle. 

“Meet Jan.” She handed the squirming bundle to me. “Jan’ara 
Ylamil-Storm. He has the lost gray eyes of his father.” 

| didn’t drop him, if that’s what you’re thinking, but | might have 
needed Rae’s help to hold myself steady. My mind was filled with the 
memory of an afternoon bath in Hamport and the abject need we’d 
both shared at that moment. It had been a parting gift before insanity 
and war washed everything else away. 

The babe’s eyes pulled at me, drawing me into a new reality. His 
hand reached up for my chin. My inner fury scattered at his touch, and 
the long-held ache of emptiness faded into the background as a new 
feeling took its place. 

| was filled with awe. “How—he has his father’s touch.” 

Rae nodded and wept. “Jan carried me through these terrible 
months as much as | carried him. | wouldn't have survived without 
him.” 

The castle walls, the blade of Gozan, and the chaotic town below 
were beginning to make sense. They were a coarse barrier to the rest 
of the world. Raven watched me closely, giving me a chance to accept 
my new position, and suddenly | was unsure. 

“| shouldn’t have sent Sorrow away so soon.” 


Rae smiled through her tears. “You're telling me that Jan’s father 
can’t protect us both?” 

For weeks, I'd been traveling with sisters almost as vulnerable as 
my son, but with the exception of Cat, I’d never planned on bringing 
them anywhere near the blighted valley of Groene or placing them in 
the middle of a war. It just happened. 

“Rae, | will need to speak with Andarion and Master Ramon before 
you step one foot outside of these walls.” 

Rae’s severed fingers were another surprise that Ayla had 
seemingly forgotten to mention. She had to have known Rae’s full 
condition, but she also knew her brother and his shaky frame of mind. 

| caught Raven’s hand in mine and kissed it. “l was wrong about 
you. | thought you were merely a princess, not a goddess. How could | 
forget?” 

Rae wept at my sincerity and kissed me again, “I'll be sure to 
remind you.” 

As dusk settled in, we were joined by Andarion, Kestrel, and Caolin. 
The cut across Andarion’s jaw had been neatly stitched, and he looked 
better for it. Beyond one’s expertise, a mark of commitment can never 
hurt one’s standing. 

Andarion had grown from a blademaster into a formidable presence 
on par with any Gray boss. As the most loyal member of Raven’s 
family, he had strength, unmatched skill, and the heart to use it. For 
months, he’d been training my brothers, Kestrel Roush and Caolin 
Sands, on how to properly wield a blackblade, and | hoped to test them 
out when we got clear of Groene. 

The two brothers had grown hardened and more determined since 
we'd last met. They’d survived the longest of nights, and each was a 
hero in my eyes. 

At Raven’s prodding, | stripped off my leather armor and silk 
undershirts. After a month, the hellfire burns across my neck and torso 
had finally begun to crust over. 

Caolin whistled softly. Kestrel was speechless for once. 

Andy smiled, “Much is still owed.” Handing me back my shirt, he 
tsked, “You reek of Yseria’s paste.” 

“Yseria and Company Storm escorted Vigil Moon into Niantia to 


collect me. Cat bears identical hellfire scars.” 

Andarion let go of any aggression or resentment he might have felt 
at that moment. Over the past year, his life wasn’t the only one that 
had spun hellishly out of control. 

“Thank you for everything,” | said. “Even with Cat’s help, | wouldn’t 
be sane right now if it wasn’t for the efforts of everyone here.” 

“Where is Cat?” said Raven. 

“| left her in a brothel with Yseria and Walker Grey.” This was 
Groene. Where else would she be? 

Kestrel Roush had heard enough, “Sister, are you sure you've 
picked the right brother?” 

Raven’s own look of concern spun into a smile at the man’s remark. 
Kestrel was a sizable, talkative force of muscle and audacity. | couldn't 
wait to see him spar with Jackal Wise. Whether it was to protect the 
larger man or point out trouble, Caolin seemed to circle Kestrel like a 
hawk. 

| commended them both again for their efforts and explained the 
plan, sending them to collect their horses and find their other brother at 
the Crooked Arrow Inn. They would sneak out of Groene tonight with 
all of our horses and scout for trouble ahead. 

Once it was fully dark, we would slip out of the castle through one of 
its lesser known exits—there had to be several—and meet them on the 
road northeast of town. With his hellsword, Ber’y/, Paladin Grey would 
be able to track us in the dark, and my blood brothers would sense my 
presence once they got close enough. 

In the meantime, | had a greedy landlord to set straight. Count 
Ramon was invited into the gateyard alone and given the clear 
mandate that any crossbowmen that appeared would be gutted and 
tossed off the walls. Raven seemed to have firm control on the 
comings and goings of the Count and his men, but | wouldn’t put it past 
them to sell us out once we hit the Groene River Road. 

Unfortunately, as a Black Prince, | was often a step behind. 


Chapter 14 


The Groene River Road 


Being inside the Count’s walls, | held onto the reins of the 
discussion if not the master’s purse strings. | showed him my final 
arena marker and demanded a princely sum. “Master Ramon, it 
appears your hospitality has reached its end. | plan to settle all debts 
before we depart.” 

Ramon was suffering a double loss with the departure of Andarion. 
He could afford it, but his greed balked at the parting of such wonderful 
company. “How much would it cost for me to keep Andarion?” 

| did my best to consider the remark and replied, “A king’s ransom. 
How much did you pay the Gray informants for the identity of Raven 
Ylamil?” 

“You think | profited from the presence of your wife?” 

“Did you?” | growled. 

He smiled as if | was naive. “This is Groene. How could | not?” 

“| will take diamonds for the arena marker, paid in full. I’m familiar 
with the proper weights of exchange.” 

Ramon pleaded, “But | kept them safe, even after the babe was 
born.” 

“Look at Andarion’s face. Does it look like you kept him safe? How 
much did you earn from his services in the arena over the past few 
months?” 

Ramon wouldn’t answer either of those questions, prompting me to 
draw my sword. He held up his hands, “Let me call my second. Cesar 
Biggs carries the key to my vault.” 

He handed my marker to his second, and it didn’t take long for 


Cesar to return with a purse. 

“This is light by half,” | said. “What game are you playing? Do the 
patrons of Groene know you sidestep your debts?” 

As if it had simply been forgotten on his belt, Cesar glanced 
apologetically at his boss and produced another purse of similar 
weight. It was a mean game they played with the unwary. Emptying 
both purses into my travel pack, | checked their contents and watched 
for fear on the other men’s faces. Luckily, for their sake, their emotions 
were as true as the gems. 

Handing back the empty pouches, | said, “Bring two more for 
Master Andarion and the brethren he had to kill for your 
entertainment.” 

“Who do you think you are?” said Ramon. 

“Andarion, how many blackblades have you collected while in 
Groene?” 

“Three. | now hold five blades besides my own.” 

| would have guessed at twice that number. Each blackblade was 
priceless, and each had cost Andarion plenty. The dark elves never 
stopped at first blood. 

“Make it three pouches, not two, or | will burn this place to the 
ground.” 

“You would dare torch my hold?” said Ramon. 

“?’m not talking about your castle. I’m talking about Groene and 
everything in it. In doing so, | will also make it known to the dark elves 
that you tried to enslave a member of the Royal bloodline for personal 
gain. Groene has its rules, and the dark elves have theirs.” 

“And you?” 

“In this case, | abide by the Gray rules. They demand a leveling at 
the end of every transaction, but you should know that the terms of the 
dark elves are far less favorable. Which would you prefer?” 

Ramon preferred that | died in the night so he could reclaim a 
fraction of his wealth. He sent Cesar to make another withdrawal from 
the vault below. 

After checking their contents, Andarion placed three new pouches 
in his travel pack. The five blackblades were wrapped and secured 
along its side. 


| had one more game to get us out of here alive. “Count, don't 
worry. We have an extra horse for you.” 

“What’s this?” said Ramon. 

“This is Groene. You’ve obviously going to sell the whereabouts of 
my spouse to the highest bidder, or more likely several highest 
bidders. You will guarantee our safety by escorting us all the way to 
Tannoo.” 

“Me?” 

“Have you been to Tannoo recently? It's a dangerous place and 
growing more dangerous by the day.” 

“| can offer you an armed escort. There are plenty of mercenaries in 
town that we could hire.” 

“It’s already too late for that.” 

“Then Cesar will take you.” 

“You would sell out your own men? Do they know that?” | said this 
last to Ramon’s second. 

“Master Storm, | only thought that you were far more qualified in 
that regard than me.” 

“You expect me to do it? Do you know my fee? | charge far more 
than Bann lone.” 

Count Ramon’s face fell at the mention of the Gray boss while mine 
grew ever angrier. Ramon wasn’t a Gray. Like most of Groene, he 
preferred to play by his own rules in a manner that benefited his purse 
the most. That left him without any cover beyond his men and the walls 
of his singular domain. 

Our negotiations concluded well after sunset. With Ramon leading 
the way and Cesar bringing up the rear, we followed a rough tunnel 
beneath the Castle’s hill, working our way forward in a northerly 
direction. The Count carried a torch and his own travel pack. His 
second walked at the back of our little group, and neither man was 
armed. 

Their goal was simple. The two would make sure we escaped the 
tunnel safely, and Cesar would return the way we’d come. If there was 
trouble waiting, | expected the Count to call it off and continue the 
journey with us until we were clear of any threats. Unfortunately, his 
judgment was as poor as his eyesight in the waiting darkness. 


| grabbed Ramon’s collar from behind, halting his progress as we 
reached the tunnel’s end and a dusty hill country breeze. “Who guards 
this entrance?” 

“No one,” he replied. 

The opening was hidden by a huge boulder, but beyond that, a pair 
of cold shadows waited, being as still as they could be. They covered 
the opening from two different angles, hinting at crossbows rather than 
blades. 

“Count, your night is almost over. Drop your torch.” 

He complied, leaving an ember barely alive on the tunnel floor. | 
dropped a pair of travel packs from my shoulders and gave the mana 
nudge forward in the dark, holding two fingers behind my back. 

Andarion spun and backhanded Cesar, knocking him out with 
barely a scuff. Raven crouched between us with Jan’ara fitted snugly 
in a leather satchel strapped to her chest. Across her back, her long 
sword waited as quietly as the babe. 

Hide me, | thought, drawing Rei-Seeck. | slipped out into the night, 
shadowing the Count. 

Ramon yelled out, “It’s me! Don’t shoot.” 

The elves had good enough night vision to identify their benefactor, 
but that didn’t save the man. The assassin to his left died on my blade 
an instant after its bolt jumped clear. The errant shot smashed into the 
stone behind Ramon while a second dart caught him from behind. 

With Rei-Seeck and Madd-Jak on the loose, the assassin 
positioned uphill on Ramon’s right never had the time to reload. | 
circled the boulder and pounced. 

Neither elf carried a blackblade or had any backup waiting further 
up the hill. They were merely mercenaries, dying in their own clumsy 
ambush. 

Welcome to Groene. 

Count Ramon had crawled halfway back to the mouth of the tunnel 
before succumbing to the poisoned bolt in his back. | left it there as a 
message for his crew and kept the more mangled dart for future use. 
An owl making its own quick kill was the only sign of another hunter in 
the area. 

| collected the heavy travel pack from Ramon and picked up my 


other two from the cave’s mouth, “We’re going to move quickly for the 
next hour.” 

Raven brushed her hand against my cheek and adjusted the babe’s 
position on her chest, keeping its head steady. She was as smooth as 
any elf as we skirted the hill and veered east. | led us a full mile away 
from the Groene River Road and set a parallel course to the northeast. 

The ground was rough and partially wooded, with streams to jump 
and nocturnal predators to avoid. Behind us to the south, a pack of 
wolves was homing in on the fresh scent of blood. An hour after our 
flight began, we halted beside a cold stream and a tall stand of trees. 
The moon was just coming up, bringing pale shadows to the mix. 

“Are you OK?” | whispered to Rae. 

She kissed me on the mouth. | took that as a ‘yes.’ 

“Where to now?” said Andy. 

“We'll wait here and rest. The others are on the way. They'll find us 
before anyone else does.” 

| could perceive the life forces of predators and prey for at least two 
miles in every direction. Nothing was tracking our presence except a 
small party coming in slowly from the north. They had horses and the 
curse of the Damogir’s bloodline to guide them. 

My brothers surrounded us first. Once they drew near enough, they 
knew exactly where | was and who they were meant to protect. Our 
small camp was encircled with a wall of horses as Raven and Andy 
reconnected with Walker, Cat, and Yseria. Cat wept at meeting the 
babe. 

Careck stood at my side and took it all in. “She’s the reason for 
everything going forward, isn’t she?” 

“Forward and back, and the babe is a gift beyond measure. You are 
now Jan’ara’s bodyguard before anything else.” 

“By the looks of things, that makes three, maybe five dedicated 
protectors.” 

“To me, it won’t be enough until we reach safer ground.” 

“You expect more trouble?” 

“Count Ramon walked into his own ambush and died, frothing at the 
mouth with a steel bolt in his back. It was as if the assassins had 
already been paid by someone else.” 


“So, we’re moving tonight?” 

“Yes, as soon as the introductions are complete.” 

| led Careck into the tight circle of companions and took hold of 
Raven’s hand. “There’s one more brother for you to meet. This is 
Careck.” 

“Careck? The Careck?” 

“No, and yes,” | said. “He was a parting gift of the demon Koki-Ten. 
She left me all the souls that fell due to the demands of the Infernal 
contract.” 

“He’s unchained?” said Raven. 

“Far more than your mate.” 

Raven knew what | was thinking and pulled me closer. “So, you’re 
the Black Prince now? Fine, but remember that you’re forever bound to 
Jan and me.” 

| was never that slow. Everything in my life spun on the axis of my 
family, and Raven and Jan were the heart. “Rae, the time for distance 
is over.” 

Saint Yseria made her mark on the exchange, “It was the brothel in 
Groene. The matron told him he could have anyone in the place, and it 
went straight to Ara’s head.” 

“Who did he pick?” said Raven. 

“The matron.” 

Raven stifled a laugh. “A free day in Groene, and he doesn’t even 
know how to spend it.” 

| had no good way out, but | tried. “He’s standing right here, and 
maybe he just wasn’t in the mood after the Groene welcoming 
committee.” 

An uncomfortable pause snuck into our gathering, and | suddenly 
felt like the odd man out. 

Careck sorted it first. “They'd taken an interest in Cat. Eleven armed 
men waited in an alley for us to walk past.” 

“And you let him go in alone?” said Raven. 

“Ara set the order, and we followed it. He came out unscathed, 
chasing a demon.” 

Raven was still wrapping her head around the existence and 
unfamiliar face of Careck, but that didn’t stop her from making her 


point. “Please know that Ara never comes out of anything unscathed. 
The demon is optional. Sorrow?” 

“Yes,” | said. “We need to get moving. Two groups of hunters are 
moving up from the southwest, at least a dozen men in each. One of 
them is moving fast along the road, looking to cut us off.” 

We pushed ahead, leading our string of mounts through the difficult 
terrain. At night, with our horses, we were slow and easy to track. The 
first group knew our likely destination and stuck to the road, making far 
better progress in their attempt to get anead. The second group trailed 
us through the woods and hills. They didn’t have horses and moved a 
bit quicker for it, but if we could reach the open road, we’d leave them 
behind. 

With that in mind, we veered north, hoping to only have a single 
sure fight on our hands. Dawn was still an hour off as we reached the 
rutted road. | scanned the area one more time, searching for new 
threats. 

“Fifteen men are blocking the road about a half-mile from here. We 
don’t know if they have bows or blades, but we need to clear them and 
be gone from this rotten valley before the sun rises.” | looked at Raven 
gauging her reaction. “Rae, please give Jan to Cat until we’re safe.” 

It may have seemed a desperate request, but we were 
outnumbered, and everyone around me was feeling spooked. The 
elves’ night vision would be key. 

“Ara, that’s cruel,” said Walker. “Raven will tear those men apart.” 

“I’m counting on it. Walker, Kestrel, Caolin, and Careck will guard 
Cat and lead our mounts. Stay on the road and keep moving until you 
catch up to us. Don’t stop until you do. Rae will take the left side of the 
road. Yser and Andy, take the right. Use the tree line to confuse them 
and your night vision to avoid any bows.” 

“Anything else?” said Rae. 

“| will take the middle of the road, remaining cloaked until | draw my 
blade. Give me a three count head start, and don’t let anyone get 
away.” | took off at a run with our elves in tow. 

The tenacity and skill of a Kjaira enforcer exploded into the center of 
the line of armed men. As if they knew what they faced, the 
mercenaries wielded light axes, broad shields, and a cohesive wall. If 


they’d had enough warning to brace themselves, they might have 
gotten the upper hand. All | needed was a small gap in their line, and 
I'd found it. 

My cuts angled through torsos and limbs. The mixture of screams 
and blood pouring forth from the poorly lit scene destroyed any 
semblance of order. In the first moments of the melee, being one man 
against fifteen offered me every advantage in terms of speed, vision, 
and determination. 

Searching for their foe, the mercenaries spread out with backs 
turned in every direction. They’d lost their one advantage. The death- 
demon in my sword wielded its own savage howl, further wracking the 
souls of the defenders as Raven, Andy, and Yser arrived at their 
flanks. | could have taken them all down without too great a risk to 
myself, but then it would have been an execution rather than a battle in 
a long-running war. The time for distance was over, and to me, the 
meaning was profound. 

As Andarion finished off the last man, | scanned our surroundings 
again and found a far different picture than before. The rogues tracking 
us through the woods had heard the screams of their cohorts and were 
charging in fast on the heels of the rest of our group. It was still too 
dark to ride without risk to horse or rider, and suddenly, the first 
clashes of steel on steel rang out a quarter-mile behind us. A third 
group had materialized out of nowhere, charging in from the woods on 
the far side of the road. As we sprinted back, more than a dozen dark 
elves streamed from the forest and into the flank of our companions, 
catching them by surprise. 

Our horses tried to scatter but being tied together left them in a 
tangled mess as the clash of blades rang out around them. My 
brothers and Walker Grey responded to the elven ambush by 
spreading out, hoping to engage the faster, quicker enemy. Out of the 
frantic melee, the small form of Cat dashed and dodged down the 
bumpy road between us. 

A handful of elven hunters gave chase. With their superior night 
vision, the elves had easily avoided the armed men and gone after the 
innocent. 

Cat didn’t have the night vision of her pursuers. With Jan in her 


arms, she didn’t dare sprint. | could feel her desperation as she 
stumbled and the shooting pain as her ankle twisted on the edge of an 
unseen hole. She hopped forward and screamed. Shielding the baby 
in her arms, she crouched down, waiting for the strike of the first blade. 

An inky blackness flew from the leftmost ditch. Death incarnate 
arrived in a blur upon the road behind Cat, and the closest elven 
hunters were torn apart without the chance to scream. Three more 
leather-clad figures rushed from the woods on the left, joining my 
brothers as they fought both elves and men. 

The remaining elves broke first, and as they began to flee, | roared 
and pushed a wave of pure Black Fury down the road. A scourge of 
hellfire exploded upon the remaining elves. Their once lively bodies lit 
up the chaotic scene like torches, and the elves’ dying screams were 
like nothing I’d ever heard before; the sound harried the forest for miles 
around. 

The cry of an angry infant replied, and time sped back up. We found 
Cat sitting among several dismembered assailants. Raven picked up 
Jan’ara while | scooped up Cat. The dead elves were dressed like 
slavers, carrying short blades, whips, and ropes. 

Around us, the feline form of Sorrow circled. Hurrying back to us, 
Walker Grey wielded his heavy shield and broadsword like a makeshift 
wall inside Sorrows orbit. The presence of Grey’s sword, Ber’yl, would 
stifle the courage of any aggressor that managed to break through the 
Ongoing melee. Yser and Andy covered our flanks, watching for any 
more surprises or strays. 

Free of the elves on their flank, my brothers pulled together and 
advanced, driving their blackblades into the remaining group of human 
foes. 

Captain Borrell shouted orders among his mercenary company and 
pressed back, trying to hold the line along the narrow road. Borrell had 
the numbers, but his men were overmatched and confused as they 
squared off against the Prince’s Guard. 

In the black of night, my siblings’ blood connection gave them every 
advantage in knowing who, what, and where they were attacking. 
Cressida Storm landed in the center of the enemy formation, and with 
every other step, the Gray Wind dropped another foe from their ranks. 


In a few more bloody moments, Jack Wise took off Borrell’s leg below 
the knee, shattering the enemy’s morale for good. As the aggressors’ 
line broke, only a few assailants remained, and in a handful of 
heartbeats, none were left standing. 

| searched outward again for any more predators as a mute 
cacophony of shrieking filled the night. Wounded elves and men lay 
scattered along the road. There was a single unseen pair, walking in 
the woods a quarter-mile away, and Sorrow raced away to collect 
them. 

Raven held Jan in a protective embrace while Paladin Grey stared 
outward, daring the entire forest to attack him. My brothers checked 
the many bodies and worked on untangling our horses. 

| clapped the Paladin on the back, “Sheathe your blade, Master 
Grey. The night around us is empty.” 

“How can you be so sure?” He pointed at the smoking carcasses of 
the several dead elves. “You didn’t sense those.” Grey had a good 
point. 

We examined each of the elves, and what we found chilled me to 
the core. Around the necks of each slaver was a string of rare amber 
more commonly worn among Gray House assassins of Tannoo. All in 
all, we collected fifteen amber necklaces and zero answers as to who 
had provided them. The few surviving elves refused to talk, so | 
silenced them for good and moved on to the few men that still 
breathed. 

| kept my tone as friendly as could be, “Do you carry any rope, 
Captain Borrell?” 

Borrell had lashed a leather strap around his thigh, but his leg still 
leaked. He didn’t have long. “You’re a doctor, too?” 

“That depends on your ability to speak. Who paid you?” 

“Count Ramon, only he hasn’t paid us yet.” 

Ramon was a dead-end. His travel pack was tied to one of my 
horses. 

“To do what?” 

Borrell replied, “To kill or capture the Gray Prince, only you weren't 
as gray or princely as advertised.” 

Count Ramon was simply the middleman. He’d probably been 


silenced to make sure the contract didn’t flow in reverse. 

“When did Ramon offer you the contract?” 

“Two months ago. Somehow, someone knew you'd be coming here 
for a visit. They just didn’t know when.” 

| hated to break the bad news, “Count Ramon was assassinated 
earlier tonight.” 

Borrell wasn’t all that surprised, except by the outcome of the battle. 
“We had forty-five plus the cloaked elves against your meager few.” 

“You were misled. There is nothing meager about a Black Prince or 
his House.” 

As night began giving way to dawn, Sorrow padded back to the 
road leading a disheveled yet proud sister and her boyfriend. Ayla had 
saved my life yet again. Raven thanked her and Cressida for the timely 
help. | just nodded, knowing we'd always be even. 

Everyone expected Ayla to remain safely tucked away in the Crown 
Quarter, but she knew there would be a trap waiting for her desperate 
brother in Groene, and she knew the reasons for it. Ayla had known all 
along about Raven’s baby and figured the Gray Houses knew too. 
With Cressida, Tumo, and Jack, she’d followed us at a distance on a 
trip down the Groene River Road. 

Count Ramon couldn’t resist hawking the news. He’d ended up 
managing a hefty bounty for whoever backed it. His travel pack held 
another prince’s ransom, which | assumed would have been doled out 
to Captain Borrell and his company had they succeeded in their task. 
Maybe Ramon would have only paid them half. We’d never know. 

We found plenty of rope among the bounty hunters and slavers. It 
was more than enough to hoist the bodies of Borrell and his 
mercenaries into the trees along the road. The wolves wouldn't be able 
to reach them, but the eyes of everyone else would. We hung the 
corpses of the elven slavers a touch lower. It was a fitting message for 
anyone that came down the roughest of roads looking for an easy 
score. 

Welcome to Groene. Come back soon. 


Chapter 15 
Open Road 


With the dirty work complete and our horses gathered, we came 
together to break the waning night’s spell. Walker Grey carried Cat and 
held her for a long moment before setting her on her horse. She was 
still in shock at the horror of being chased down by the elven slavers in 
the blinding night. 

Like angry wraiths from a child’s nightmare, the elves had 
seemingly appeared out of nowhere. Whoever had supplied the amber 
necklaces would be held accountable. Sometimes, all you can do is 
react. 

Jan had calmed at his mother’s breast and seemed none the worse 
for wear. A warm meal put him right to sleep. Raven handed him up to 
Cat, knowing he would work his magic and calm her heart. 

Sorrow circled, and nothing stirred in the forest around us. Five 
brothers of the Storm Prince’s Guard greeted each other, and | could 
feel their confidence growing after the night’s frantic melee. The 
blackblades and their blood connection were an unmatched 
advantage. 

| gave them one more. 

Each of my companions now wore an enchanted amber necklace, 
even Jan’ara. Cress, Tumo, and Jack had already acquired their own 
amber from a trio of Gray House assassins. The rare devices were 
priceless. Being especially useful at night, the imbued amber masked 
one’s emotions and life presence but didn’t hinder our blood 
connections. | kept the extra strands in my pack for later use. 

“What will you do?” Rae knew my harsh response to any attack on 


House Storm. 

We weren't all that far from Groene, five miles at most, and a return 
trip had crossed my mind. The Harrows remained in Tannoo with 
Runa, Becks, and Viren Drake, but | didn’t feel like that was enough. 

“One war at a time,” | said. “I think we’ve made our mark here.” 

“Why don’t | believe you?” 

“We will settle accounts in Tannoo.” My stomach turned at the 
thought of what | intended. It seemed a new experience or one long 
forgotten. 

Ayla had been listening to the exchange and offered a better idea, 
“Brother, Cressida and | will sort things in Tannoo while you ride west 
with our family.” 

“The Gray Houses will expect me to respond. They must know what 
is owed for their schemes, past or present.” 

“We'll allow them to stew. They owe us now, and I'll make sure they 
know that their debts won’t be forgotten.” 

One war at a time. 

| agreed. “Ayla’sen, my debt to you won’t ever be forgotten. Sorrow 
will remain with you, and so will the Harrows. We've taken a fortune 
from the late Count Ramon. After giving a cut of the winnings to 
Careck and the Prince’s Guard, you and Cressida will use it as you 
see fit to bolster our holdings in Citadel and Tannoo.” 

Kestrel couldn’t help himself, “Don’t tell me that Careck put that 
mark on Andarion’s jaw.” 

“He didn’t, but I’m always willing to share if you think it’s a good 
look.” 

Kestrel raised his empty hands and smiled, “I take back what | said 
earlier about Raven’s choice of mate.” 

“Don’t. We are all bound by the consequences as much as the 
intent of our lives.” 

Walker Grey whispered loudly, “Cat, what did you do to him?” 

Enricata Ramsey kissed Jan’ara on the forehead, saying, “It wasn’t 
me.” 

We rode out of the unclean valley and reached more gently rolling 
terrain. The road widened, and the trees thinned. The late morning sun 
warmed us all. In the distance, a dark line of riders cut the road. 


Feth. 

We’d already tried the hard way. Nothing was going to split us up 
now. 

| looked at my companions, “Stay together. Cat and Walker, please 
guard the rear. Cressida, Careck, and Andy at my side.” 

Raven retrieved Jan’ara, and the Prince’s Guard surrounded her. | 
could pretend that they were mine, but | knew better. 

The riders didn’t budge as we neared. By my count, Salema 
Kazamil had doubled her contingent, adding six more long-bladed 
spears and another blackblade to the mix. They were far better 
equipped and surely better trained than the borderland mercenaries. 

We halted five paces short of their line, and for the moment, no one 
spoke. Raven’s horse nudged mine as she advanced to the front and 
halted beside me. Without the gentle rocking of Rae’s horse, Jan’ara 
awoke with a howl, a war cry perhaps, and it rattled the opposing line. 

“Well put,” said Kazamil. “Lord Storm, | see that you have found 
your mate.” 

“She found me,” | said. “And our son has found us both.” 

That spooked Salema even more. “As you say,” she replied. “Why 
do you smell of death?” 

“Bounty hunters and elven slavers decorate the road out of Groene. 
We'll not be going back there without a torch.” 

“Is that your plan?” 

| drew my sword Rei-Seeck but kept my tone even, “This is my plan 
until a better offer comes along.” 

Kazamil drew her blackblade, but the edge of her tongue struck 
first, “Lord Storm, you’ve grown bolder in a day. Like a devil, you’ve 
carved a blessing from a curse.” 

While | found the remark well-aimed, Raven thought it best to 
counter Kazamil’s thought, “Salema Kazamil, my blessing is about to 
throw a curse your way. Please get to the point of your slow parade.” 

“| want him,” Salema pointed her blade at Andarion Ylamil. 

“Then you shall have him.” | sheathed Rei-Seeck. and slid down 
from my horse, beckoning Andarion to do the same. 

Salema followed suit. 

“Andy, please grab a blade,” | said. 


Andarion hadn’t drawn his own blackblade, but he carried five 
others forward and held them all out to Salema Kazamil. The elven 
woman seemed to blush as if Andarion was handing her a bouquet of 
roses rather than the hilts of their dead. The gesture was beyond 
powerful, and she bowed beneath the weight of his silent stare. 

And you may kiss the bride, | thought. 

The hiss of a death-demon’s laughter filled my head. At least 
someone got my humor. 

Salema sealed the exchange by passing the blackblades out to 
each of her closest henchmen. The truce was final. No take-backs. 

| held out my hand to Kazamil. “We have a date.” 

“We do,” she said, gripping my hand. She stared into my eyes. “l 
am not proud of what we’ve done.” 

“Do you admit a debt?” | would take her at her word. 

She looked up at Raven and the babe in her arms. 

“Yes, | do.” 

I’m not sure what Andarion would have done if she’d answered 
otherwise, but he seemed to relax at her contrition, allowing the elves 
we faced to do the same. 

Kazamil climbed back upon her horse. She flicked a thumb along 
her jaw, saying, “Andarion, the wound becomes you.” 

With that, the road to Tannoo opened, and an escort of dark elves 
led our way home. 


Sovereign Doyne stood and bowed as we approached the dais. 
Ayla and Cress walked beside me, with seven of the Prince’s Guard 
fanning out behind us. Eight, if you counted Yseria. 

Becks and Viren Drake had returned to Hollen. Raven, Jan’ara, and 
Andarion were resting safely at the Manse of the Wind Catcher. A 
platoon of Recon troopers and Salema’s contingent of dark elves 
remained present to guard the abode. 

“Sovereign Doyne, we’ve come to complete our introductions and to 
let you Know that my dedication to Fugaku is growing by the day.” 

Given Doyne’s expression, one might have thought that I’d kissed 
her and slapped her at the same time. The gallery around us waited in 
eager anticipation as the foreplay ensued. 


Doyne replied, “Please proceed.” 

“This is my sister, Ayla’sen Storm. She is the chief advisor to the 
Wind Catcher and, as such, will reside in the Crown Quarter of Tannoo 
in support of both Fugaku and House Storm.” | wanted to make it 
perfectly clear to the gallery that those were two entirely separate 
entities, and Ayla would hold sway with each. 

Around Ayla’s neck, a string of translucent golden amber offset the 
earthy tone of her skin. It offered a veiled message to a chosen few in 
the Crown Hall. 

I'd have to get Ayla a ring if Rifter didn’t think of it first. Something 
with a black diamond would be fitting. 

Doyne offered Ayla a slight bow, “It is witnessed.” 

Ayla returned the gesture, “Sovereign Doyne, my brother's heart 
has been torn of late, and he’s asked me to make amends concerning 
the blight on our southern border.” 

The Crown didn’t take offense, knowing full well the topic of today’s 
discussion. “| am aware of the city of Groene as well as its vice and 
precarious position. Its existence has never been sanctioned by me or 
my line.” 

Groene was a cancer ignored by many for the unknown dangers it 
implied. Whoever had abandoned the original border stronghold was 
long dead, leaving only those present to make amends. 

Ayla was averse to burning it down. “We are most concerned about 
Groene’s endless trade in humanity. It is our understanding that 
Fugaku has outlawed slavery, and yet it persists and even thrives not 
far from here.” 

“I’ve been assured that the slave pens remain on the far side of the 
border and beyond our reach. Is this not true?” 

“It is true, but your purse strings are long enough to crack open its 
gates,” | said. “We are in need of free souls on the realm’s northern 
border.” 

During our time in Groene, I’d never considered a trip to the slave 
pens. The stench was telling enough from afar, and | couldn’t bear to 
see what waited there or how | would react to it. One war at a time. 

“Who will manage the transaction and the transfer north?” 

“House Storm will manage it with the assistance of the Fuga 


military. The Gray Wind has taken a special interest in the matter.” 

Cressida had been bought and sold as a child, living as a Gray 
House slave for most of her life. She carried the proper demeanor for 
dealing with the ugliest side of Groene, and we needed citizens to fill 
the land around Citadel and the abandoned village of Burg. 

Still, the Crown was skeptical. “The slavers come from a realm 
beyond our continent's shores. Their wicked ways will persist far 
beyond the capacity of my treasury.” 

“On that, we agree,” said Ayla. “We can’t change the hearts of a 
distant land. We can only hope to change our own for the better and 
brave the consequences when we do.” 

Sovereign Doyne bowed in assent, “Well met, Ayla’sen Storm.” 

With all the guards and weapons arrayed around us, Ayla had 
somehow managed to completely disarm the Crown of Fugaku. My 
little sister didn’t let the moment go to waste. “Besides, our borders are 
quiet enough for the time being.” 

Doyne frowned, “Meaning what?” 

“Meaning that my brother will soon be leaving Tannoo in pursuit of 
those that still owe a debt to House Storm.” 

For once, Sovereign Doyne had reason to be pleased, but her 
expression didn’t change. “Lord Storm, | am well aware of your links to 
Colivar and the Order of the Vigil, but please do not forget the position 
you hold here.” As she spoke, she placed a hand on her heart. 

For the benefit of all present, | tried to explain, “Sovereign Doyne, | 
will never forget what is owed. Ambassador Howa in Maidenhall will be 
most pleased to receive your mandate regarding my position. In fact, | 
will carry it to him myself.” 


“Colonel Reno has offered you an escort west to Hollen. Take it and 
go.” It wasn’t the subtlest of hints from Ayla. 

“You don’t love me anymore?” | replied. 

“The sooner you go, the safer things will be for all of us. Your 
shadow will loom larger for it.” 

She was right. | could stick around and threaten the Gray Houses 
with thin words or hit the road and leave them wondering when I’d be 
back. 


Not if, but when, and | knew with whom I'd start. 

“Stick close to Cressida when you can,” | said. “Work together. Tell 
her | want Burg settled by summer and that she can rename the town 
to whatever she wants.” Welcome to Tumoville. 

Ayla crossed her arms, fending off my growing anxiety. “Laila will 
help you in Maidenhall. You'll have Raven, Yser, Andy, Hart, and Cat 
with you, not to mention your son. I'll have Sorrow and the Gray Wind 
plus the Harrows, Tumo, and Jack.” 

“Don’t forget Rifter.” 

“Ha. The dowry has already been paid,” she shot back. “By my 
brother when | missed him most.” 

“Ayla, you are the true heart of House Storm.” 

“| love you, too.” She kissed me. “Now, go get packed before Rifter 
or Raven gets too jealous.” 

| chuckled, “You’ve got me figured out.” 


“We're coming home.” |'d found a quiet corner on the terrace at the 
governor's villa to enjoy a sliver of late winter sunlight and a distant 
chat with Laila Storm. 

‘I'll be sure to inform the King.” Besides running the Lower Districts 
of Maidenhall, Laila was also a master of sarcasm. 

Our connection was the strongest of any in my family, though we 
seldom used it anymore. Distance had taken its toll on us both. 

“| didn’t mean it like that,” she said. “I’m sorry for pushing you so far 
away.” 

“Ayla already showed me the door. Give a woman a city and see 
what happens?” 

“Becks owns Hollen, not Ayla.” 

“Becks owns Viren Drake and Hollen, in that order. Your nephew 
now owns the Sovereign of Fugaku and the Tannoo Gray Houses. 
Ayla is my second in Tannoo with Cressida and Sorrow backing her 
up.” 

“What aren't you telling me?” 

“I’m saving it for King Falbrenn, but you'll be impressed. I’m going to 
need your help.” 

“Are you well?” 


“Better. Far better than before.” 

‘It isn’t fitting for a Gray Prince.” 

“What isn’t?” 

“A healthy frame of mind.” 

“The Gray Houses and the Gold keep forgetting that, so I’ve given 
up my Gray mantle and settled on the Black.” 

“You're going to remind them?” 

“Yes. We'll all be in Maidenhall in a couple weeks to do just that.” 

“How is Raven?” 

“She’s been through a lot.” 

“So have you. Should | tell Lynda Snow you're coming to town?” 

“Yes, and tell Lynda to summon the Vigils, every one of them, and 
the dukes, if they'll come. I’m bringing Vigil Moon and Hart Storm with 
me.” 

“You have something big planned?” 

“Yes, and I'll need your help. How’s Major Price these days?” 

“Busy. The King hasn't released the auxiliary forces from duty. It’s 
as if he’s still expecting trouble or planning it, so be careful on your 
way in.” 

“Where’s Ben?” 

“He’s in Maidenhall. They’ve got him training replacements for the 
Realm Guard.” 

“Who’s tending my bar?” 

“Wouldn't you like to know.” 

With that, Laila closed our connection. Yes, | would like to know. 

“How's Laila?” said Raven. She'd arrived while | was chatting with 
my aunt. Rae handed me Jan/ara. “Did you tell her about Jan?” 

“| did not. Life’s most pleasant surprises are too few to pass up.” 

“That’s one way of looking at it, and | can’t say that you’re wrong.” 

“You were never wrong,” | lamented. 

“For what?” 

“For sending me away.” 

Rae shook her head, “From the moment you left until Jan arrived, | 
was cursed.” 

| hadn’t been there to protect her from those that truly cursed her. 
The reach of House Storm hadn’t been enough, and | vowed to rectify 


that in the coming weeks. 

“You carry Gozan, the Shepherd.” | wasn’t jealous. The hellblade’s 
touch was far harsher than mine. 

“It was a parting gift from my husband.” 

“That explains the blade | wear. You have an exquisite taste in 
weapons.” 

She spoke like a true princess, “My eye for a mate is even better.” 

“| saw you first,” | chuckled. 

“Well, | was distracted at the time.” 

I’d killed the line of demonic suitors that had been rushing to tear 
her apart. The Ylamil curse had long preceded my arrival in her life as 
much as the Damogir’s curse had run through mine. 

“I’m sorry for the death of your father.” 

“Did you know it would happen?” 

“No. | thought the death of the Horde would buy us some time to 
settle our differences. | was wrong.” 

“Did Runa really lose her arm to Careck?” 

“Yes, but he doesn’t remember it. He doesn’t seem to remember 
anything from his time as First Fang of the Get.” 

“Do you believe him?” 

“Yes. | think Koki-Ten took his vile memories with her to Hell, and in 
doing so, left a sizable gap in Careck’s being.” 

“How will he fill it?” 

“| don’t think he knows, but | plan to keep him close to me until he 
figures it out.” 

“And what about you?” she said. 

“| have you two to fill the void in my heart. Jan’ara isn’t afraid of 
me.” 

“Neither am |.” 

“Is that a challenge?” 

Rae kissed me on the mouth and whispered, “You know it is. Now, 
show me your new sword.” 

| did. 


Chapter 16 


Counterparts 


Becks sat beside Viren Drake at her long, mahogany dining table, 
presiding over our early meal. “You're leaving us too soon,” she said. 

We'd spent a few days enjoying the cool breezes and sunny hill 
country of Hollen province, simply breathing at a guarded distance 
from the challenges of Groene and Tannoo. Both Rae and | had 
needed time to reconnect before we took the next leg west toward 
Maidenhall. My whole family did. 

We were amply protected. Salema Kazamil and her crew resided in 
the city below, as did the platoon of Fuga Recon soldiers that escorted 
us to Hollen. Reno’s light infantrymen were deft at scouting and 
hunting down threats, and they would all be traveling with us the full 
distance to Maidenhall. 

Still, our brothers were forever on edge, as were Cat and Andarion. 
Only Runa seemed at ease, even around Careck. She’d lived a much 
harsher life from a young age, and though she was only seventeen, 
she knew what it was like to be hunted without end. She roused 
Careck and me at the crack of dawn each day and took us riding 
outside the city walls. Winter was slowly losing its grip, but early 
mornings in the Fuga steppe were frigid enough to distract us, and | 
think that was her point. She always brought us back in time for a 
warm breakfast with Becks. 

“| don’t want to make the dukes and the Vigils wait,” | replied. “They 
might get bored and buy into King Falbrenn’s schemes.” 

“Your King isn’t the same as Sovereign Doyne. He won't cave to 
your will as easily as she did.” 


“| agree. That's why I’ve asked the dukes and Vigils to attend. 
Falorenn may not give in, but he must acknowledge a new balance 
and a debt owed before | leave Maidenhall.” 

Becks held her arms out to Rae and received a gift in return. “I will 
miss my nephew. He forgives the debts of everyone around him.” 

“| will miss my sister,” | said. “Please know that we will be coming 
back once things are settled elsewhere.” 

A wave of sadness poured off of Becks. She didn’t seem to believe 
me. “Tell Tila that | miss her, too.” 

| got the message. 

Tila Na’am was waiting for us in Maidenhall. As Vigil Wind, she kept 
the Royals and the other Gold Houses safe and sane with the 
knowledge that the Order of the Vigil was always guarding against the 
Infernal. Tila’s position in Colivar left a huge hole in the life of her older 
sister. | had no doubt she enjoyed being around her young nephew, 
the son of Lynda Snow, but perhaps it was time for a change. 


On our first night out of Hollen, we camped beside a well-used 
trader track that angled southwest toward Hillsborn and the border. My 
band of brothers had spent the past week under the tutelage of 
Andarion Ylamil, the former Guard Captain and Blademaster of 
Bastian. Andy had been training Kestrel and Caolin for months, and it 
showed. They each fought Careck to a standstill using a patient style 
and a strong rhythm with their blackblades. Careck was a pit fighter 
with a keen eye and an instinct for taking advantage of any opening, 
but Raven’s two bodyguards wouldn't give him one. 

“Demons are easier than those two,” said Runa. “They've cut their 
teeth on the blades of dark elves.” She watched the evening’s sparring 
with an avid fascination, and | was surprised to see her rooting for 
Careck. 

“It would be fun to see Kestrel and Caolin take on the Harrows,” | 
said. 

“Not after Cressida gets done working with them. She knows that 
Ayla needs plenty of protection. Careck is lucky that Andarion is in the 
mood for training, but he doesn’t have a partner to help him.” 

“Careck has me.” 


“You don’t count.” 

“Why not?” | said. “I guard you and Cat, don’t |?” 

“And Raven and Jan and everyone else. You can’t be everywhere.” 

“What are you suggesting?” 

“Nothing. | just think he should have a partner to watch his back.” 

With the constant training of Cressida, Andy, and I, Careck’s blade 
skills were reaching an elite level on par with the best in the Prince’s 
Guard, but Runa was right. He needed a mutual connection to share 
the curse and the cost of living each new day, and he needed to heal 
as much as | or anyone else. The problem was his proud, dominant 
nature. 

Even if there were plenty of ready blades around us, in Careck’s 
mind, he didn’t need a blade partner to share the fight. He could 
overcome all but the very best blades by skill, determination, and hard- 
won ability, and Careck was still improving. Perhaps he didn’t need 
someone to help fight his battles as much as someone that he could 
fight for in his heart. Let’s face it. He may have been my bodyguard, 
but | wasn’t that guy. 

| collected Jan’ara Ylamil-Storm from Raven and handed him to 
Runa, asking my sister to follow my lead. 

“What?” Careck was spent from the hard session and still frustrated 
by his inability to overcome his brothers. 

“I’ve got a training partner for you.” | nudged Runa, and she handed 
Jan to Careck. “You're Jan’s uncle.” 

Jan got a hold of the young man’s thumb and wouldn'’t let go. 

“He’s got a good grip,” said Careck. “We can start him with a short 
sword until he’s old enough to walk.” 

Runa stepped in at that point, carefully retrieving Jan with her right 
arm and hip checking my brother. “Careck Storm, if only you were as 
quick with—” Runa stopped what she was saying and blushed before 
carrying Jan back to Raven. 

Careck watched her go, “What was that all about?” 

“Well, for one, Jan’ara likes you. He didn’t want to let go of your 
hand, and | think Runa was jealous.” 

“She scares me.” 

“Careck, nothing scares you, and having been there, | think that’s a 


problem.” 

“How so?” 

“You don’t have an anchor. For every Kestrel, there’s a Caolin. For 
every Jack Wise, there’s a Tumo Storm.” 

“Is that why she called me Careck Storm?” 

“Runa assumes that I’m your Tumo and that | keep you grounded.” 

Careck chuckled, “Never has a woman been so wrong. | watched 
you own the Crown of Fugaku. You’re Sovereign Doyne’s anchor.” 

“I’m always a prince to my sister, but Runa isn’t wrong. She’s lived a 
life of suffering and loss and rides like a free spirit, wishing that she 
could forgive the one that hurt her most.” 

“And who’s that?” 

“Her mother. The woman that took away her older brother, 
abandoning me on the south side of the Everest Mountains. By doing 
so, it cost Runa her heart and eventually her arm.” 

The stunned look on Careck’s face was priceless. “I took her arm, 
and she hates her mother more?” 

“Oh, you rate pretty high when it comes to Runa’s lack of self- 
esteem and personal loss. Your need to dominate others took her arm 
as payment for the loss of her brother. That’s why you’re avoiding the 
gaze of my sister.” 

In his former incarnation, Careck had been ridden by a death- 
demon. As such, he’d done more than his share of sadistic acts. The 
demon had used him to terrorize Runa’s clan, and it had hacked off 
her arm when she was only twelve to make a point about the demands 
of the Damogir. The brutality of that moment would never be forgotten 
by Runa, whether Careck could remember it or not. 

“Ara, there’s nothing | can do to make that right.” 

“True, but this isn’t about right or wrong. It’s about allowing one to 
forgive and overcome the roadblock in their heart.” 

“And how do you know this?” Careck wore his skepticism openly, 
but he lacked a better answer. 

“I’m a lot like Runa or Ayla when it comes to forgiving those that 
have wronged me. | suffer for it.” 

“Then that makes four of us.” 

“It’s the story of House Storm. That’s why Runa called you Careck 


Storm. You fit in better than you know.” 

“That explains why we train so hard with our blades, but what 
should | do about Runa?” 

“Be her anchor,” | said. “And let her be yours.” 

“| don’t know how to do that. All | Know is this sword.” 

Welcome to my world. 

“You were there when the demon took her arm. Offer one of yours 
in return and see where that takes you.” 


Sitting less than a week’s ride east of Maidenhall, Hillsborn marked 
the border between Colivar, Fugaku, and a vast, ungoverned range 
known as the Ironbark Mountains. Somewhere deep within those hills, 
the city-state of Lieve existed, the singular sister of the dark elf 
conclave of Bastian. Its proximity guaranteed that Hillsborn had its 
share of rivals, exotic faces, and a violently diverse political landscape. 
Still, our column of Fuga Recon, dark elves, and Nantine bodyguards 
drew plenty of attention as we rode through the town’s main plaza and 
its sea of local commerce. 

The local Gray boss’s name was Kincaid, and he moonlighted as 
the town’s burliest blacksmith. Specializing in weapons and armor, he 
fed his hunger to physically dominate Hillsborn’s Lower Districts. 
Kincaid and | had an understanding cast in a curse of blackened steel, 
and my commanding relationship with the Crown of Fugaku paled in 
comparison to the hold | had on his mind. Being better armed than | 
remembered, the local watchers noted our presence and quickly faded 
farther into the shadows as we steered our column towards the lord- 
mayor's manor. 

It was a minor invasion. Once through the mayor’s heavy steel gate, 
our Fuga Recon troopers secured the perimeter inside the estate’s 
surrounding walls while Salema’s contingent guarded the mansion’s 
doors, front and back. Even the stables were searched, leaving little 
work for our bodyguards. Several of Hillsborn’s abundant factions had 
ties to Groene and Tannoo as well as Maidenhall, but | was more 
worried about our reception within the Gold-sanctioned halls of Colivar. 

As we were escorted inside by the house steward, a pair of stout 
King’s Realm Guards blocked our way. One was an officer with a grim 


and deadly stare. The other made him look small. Behind the two, 
another half-dozen knight-guards stood lining the hall. 

The officer spoke to me with a menacing tone, “Welcome home, 
Lord Storm.” 

“It's Vigil Storm, to you,” | smiled. “What brings you east, Major 
Heck?” 

“Training. Some of the Realm Guard pack behind me _ fancy 
themselves experts with a blade, and | figured a blademaster or a 
menace might be coming this way.” 

“We have several masters in the making. Please meet the 
youngest.” | waved Raven forward. 

Jan was wide awake after another day of napping in the saddle. 
Ben didn’t know what to say, and Knight-Guard Fraim Johns, his 
second, bellowed out a joyful laugh. 

Raven didn’t miss a beat, “Major Heck, Fraim Johns, it’s so good to 
see you both. Have you come to escort us home?” 

Ben offered a bow to Raven, “Lady Ylamil, Adjutant Price thought it 
best if you didn’t ride into Maidenhall unattended. I’m not sure where 
he got the idea that you would be traveling there alone.” 

“Ben, | may have forgotten to mention a few things to Laila, but we 
appreciate the escort,” | said. “Yser, Andy, and our brothers will gladly 
put your pack to the test once we get settled in.” 

“Ara, there are serious matters to discuss, but first, | want to say to 
Raven that I’m sorry | wasn’t there with you in your time of need. | 
didn’t find out about your plight until you’d already disappeared from 
Colivar.” 

Raven had fled, hoping to keep House Storm out of harm’s way. 
They’d already risked enough in defense of Bastian. | knew she 
wanted to tell him that it was alright and that things had been OK, but 
that would have been too far from the truth. 

| spoke up first, “Ben, with what | have planned, | don’t expect you 
to be in our debt for long.” 

Ben and Fraim were long-time members of House Storm and had 
already met most of our crew. They'd even met Kestrel and Caolin 
after the siege of Bastian. The only newcomers to greet were Runa 
and Careck. 


“And Ayla?” Ben was like an uncle to my little sister and often 
frowned at my poor choices for her life. 

“She’s in Tannoo with Cressida and four more of my brothers,” | 
said. “They’re probably the deadliest of the bunch.” 

Kestrel coughed violently at that while Careck laughed and pounded 
him on the back. 

“Laila mentioned that Ayla’s got a boyfriend,” Ben spoke with a tone 
that suggested he would rather measure the young man than meet 
him. 

“Rifter Gaines is the son of Mino Gaines, the boss of Hamport. Ayla 
won't find anyone better. She has my approval, and the dowry’s 
already been paid. You'll have to visit her sometime. She misses you.” 

None of that made Ben’s frown any smaller, but he relented and led 
us to the Mayor. 

Lord-Mayor Gravelle was in over his head. He was an elevated 
customs administrator with the most unpleasant of tasks, that of 
arresting a Vigil of the Order. Ben, Fraim, and their six knight-guards 
surrounded us in the mayor’s office as we made introductions. From 
the start, Raven and Jan stole the mayor’s attention, but once he got 
down to business, his anxiety spiked, and his demeanor grew stern. 

“King Falbrenn has decreed that you must be detained and brought 
before his court for judgment. Your declaration of princely standing in 
Niantia violates the bounds of your office as Vigil of the Order.” 

The Golds had their own rules, and many of them pertained to the 
elevation of any soul into their ranks. Only the King could sanction 
such a thing, and for me to cross the line without any formal rite or 
invitation was a serious crime. 

As a Vigil of the Order, | had authority on par with the King when it 
came to defending Colivar against the Infernal, but that didn’t make me 
a Gold in the eyes of the King or anyone else. I'd stepped well over 
Falbrenn’s line and would continue to do so in service to my House. 

The King had fallen short, forgetting his duty to defend the realm 
from those that would poach upon its lands. In doing so, he’d declared 
House Storm to be an entity beyond his domain. | didn’t explain this to 
the lord-mayor but would do so to Falbrenn at his earliest convenience. 

Gravelle responded to my long-winded silence, “Lord Storm, do you 


acknowledge your arrest?” 

“Mayor Gravelle, if you are asking whether or not | will remain here 
within your walls until a suitable escort can bring me to Maidenhall, 
then yes, | accept it.” 

The mayor bowed, “Thank you for your cooperation. Major Heck 
and his contingent of Realm Guard will escort you west as soon as it is 
convenient.” 

We'd been on the road for a rough week to reach Hillsborn, and 
there were still meetings to take place, blades to bare, and a babe to 
setile. 

“Major Heck, would the day after tomorrow be convenient? It'll give 
Raven and Jan a chance to rest in relative safety, and your men will 
get a chance to do some training.” 


The mayor had given us use of the entire visitors wing of the 
manor, allowing my family to rest the night in comfort. The dark elves 
had taken up residence in a nearby inn while the Fuga Recon platoon 
made camp on the mayor’s spacious lawn, leaving Andarion and Ben 
enough room for lessons on the proper use of blades. 

The following day, we sat on the front veranda of the mansion 
overlooking the yard. I’d quickly figured out rules one and two for blade 
mastery. First, get a blackblade, and second, have Andarion the Blade 
show you how to use it. Given that, the King’s Realm Guards were 
entirely frustrated as they faced off against Yseria and my three 
brothers. The knight-guards were good, elite even, but the blackblades 
were dominant over their heavier steel blades, and the skills shown by 
those of my House were masterful. 

The blades that Raven and | carried each had an added dimension. 
Their imbued Black souls bolstered our weapons and skills with expert 
precision, incredible sharpness, and impossible stopping power. 
Neither of us joined in the sparring. It simply wouldn't have been fair. 

Runa, Cat, Hart, and Raven lounged nearby, paying more attention 
to Jan’ara than the constant ringing of swords. The lord-mayor had his 
own guardsmen to cover the manor gate, but | still reached out in 
search of predators in the surrounding blocks. The first visitor arrived 
early that afternoon, and thankfully, he’d come alone. 


| didn’t think it likely that the boss of Hillsborn had ever visited the 
lord-mayor before, and he seemed more than fine to remain at the foot 
of the veranda. It was kind of him to call, so | met him halfway. 

“You’ve been busy at your forge,” | said. “How goes the war?” 

Kincaid replied, “Is it over or just beginning anew?” 

He couldn't help but look over my shoulder at Raven. The weather 
was chilly, but the boss still made it a practice of baring his muscular 
arms for anyone that might be interested. 

| kept my jacket on. “That’s my family. You are honor-bound to 
protect them at all costs.” 

Kincaid’s eyes traversed the scene and came to a rest on mine. 
“Will do. | can see you’ve gathered some scars in the past year. Where 
have you been?” 

“Bastian, Niantia, Tannoo, and Groene. | see you've gotten your 
own mark since we last met.” 

The boss’s left ear hosted a clean, straight scar, a mark of 
ownership rather than spite. | glanced over my shoulder at Rae, who 
was suddenly focused elsewhere. 

The boss smiled, “I heard about Groene. Someone tore apart 
Ballard’s crew and put an end to the Count.” 

“It’s a pit. My next trip there will be with a torch.” 

“Half Moon will be disappointed, but I’m glad to hear that the dark 
elves are backing off.” 

“Only some are as far as | know. Their war of succession isn’t over 
yet.” 

“What do you need from me?” 

“A tighter grip on things here and a couple items from your forge. | 
need a new vambrace for my left arm, something strong enough to act 
as a shield or a club, and my sister needs a new lower arm so she can 
ride and still have a free hand.” 

“I’m fresh out of limbs, but | can work something up. How long do | 
have?” 

“We leave tomorrow morning.” 

He didn’t hesitate. “OK, and the tighter grip?” 

“Ignoring my well-armed escort, | want you to round up every elf or 
half-elf in this town and bring them here. | want to meet each and 


every one of them. If they balk, tell them the Black Prince demands it.” 

With my Colivarian war on hold, | still had the elves to pursue and 
several key points to make to the local population. 

“That sounds like fun. Benzo and his crew will certainly enjoy 
themselves. Anything else?” 

“Yeah, tell me what happened to your ear.” 

Kincaid’s explanation put me in the mood for what came next. 


Chapter 17 


Consequences 


More than fifty elves were shepherded past the mayor’s guards and 
into the manor’s spacious courtyard. Most were armed, and none of 
them were happy with the treatment that Benzo’s men had applied. 
There were mercenaries and traders, some may have been slavers, 
and several were present for even darker reasons. 

The area was surrounded by pristine, white-washed twelve-foot-tall 
walls and bracketed with Recon troopers. Standing on the veranda, 
Raven was guarded by The King’s Realm Guard and every blade in 
House Storm. Behind the scattered group of elves, Salema Kazamil 
and her contingent further blocked the gate. 

Raven had left her mark on Boss Kincaid’s ear, and now it was my 
turn to leave my mark on those that threatened her. The ears of the 
elves were certainly a more sensitive appendage and a great place to 
start. 

| advanced upon the belligerent group of elves and made the 
introductions, “I am the Black Prince. | know that I’m not the one many 
of you are here to see, but | will clue you in. The Gray Princess stands 
behind me, holding the babe. Take a good look. Ignore all the 
bodyguards and the troopers and focus on the woman that saved the 
city-state of Bastian.” 

It was a simple request, and it should have gotten a simple reaction. 
Among the elves, Loro Dawn and Sendal Half Moon, minions of Boss 
Kincaid, fell to their knees and bowed their heads. More than half the 
elves followed their example. Scanning the crowd, | searched for the 
anger and the ice of hidden rivals and killers. A handful adored the 


display of elven royalty, and a handful couldn't care less. Of those that 
remained standing, nearly half were true threats, and a strikingly 
similar ratio played out for those that had bowed low. 

“Raven, please come forward. Your guard will remain where they 
are.” | listened to Raven’s approach as | listened to the hearts of those 
arrayed around us. | didn’t have to look to know that Rae had brought 
Jan’ara with her. | offered the crowd one last message, “The Gray 
Princess is done hiding.” 

It was the merest taunt, but it was enough for me to cull the ranks. | 
began pointing out elves to be dismissed from the premises, including 
Loro Dawn. Sendal Half Moon remained, as did twenty others. 

| drew my blade, “Rae, please take two steps back.” 

She did. 

| tickled the elven predators’ ears for a final time. “l am the Black 
Prince, and I’m here to show you why. For the moment, | am Raven 
Ylamil’s sole defender. Draw your weapons and claim your prize, 
knowing that cowardice won't save you.” 

There was nothing mere about that taunt or the intention behind it. | 
didn’t make the rules, but | would follow them through to the end. 

Blades came out in a flash, signaling the start. | dashed forward into 
their midst before any could close the gap to the Gray Princess. In a 
dozen heartbeats, twenty-two elves lost theirs, including one that had 
bolted from Salema Kazamil’s ranks brandishing a blackblade. | killed 
him last and felt better for it. 

Rei-Seeck howled in triumph, jolting the hearts and minds of those 
that surveyed the yard. The demon’s name meant ‘Last Sorrow’ in the 
tongue of the Infernal House of Death, and | could sense the grief of 
Loro Dawn as he waited outside the manor gate. The light elf had lost 
his long-time partner to the curse of the dark elves. 

No one had moved in the exchange besides the elven hunters and 
me. Rae had remained statue still throughout the melee, clutching 
Jan’ara. She’d been the irresistible bait that brought the hunters’ true 
intentions to the fore. 

| fought the urge to witness her reaction to the execution I’d meted 
out. “Twenty-two,” | whispered, knowing our path to Maidenhall would 
be far safer for it. 


“Ara, Jan is looking for you.” She handed me the babe, and his 
small hand grasped at my chin. “Thank you,” said Rae. 

“How many will there be in Maidenhall?” 

Andy had appeared by our side, chuckling, “You mean ‘Murderhall,’ 
don’t you? The domain of the Scarred Man.” 

He didn’t have to rub it in. | beat him fair and square on the field in 
Groene. 

“Andy, this might be a bad time to tell you this, but your brother 
Gavan attacked Ayla while she was in Kelton a few months ago. The 
scar on your chin pales in comparison to what Ayla and my brothers 
did to him.” 

“Which ones?” 

“Fever and Fell Harrow. They cut off both of Gavan’s hands in the 
exchange after he killed the Duke of Kelton. Ayla took it a few steps 
further as a message to all of Bastian.” 

“Did she take his ears?” 

“No, only his eye.” 

“Amateur,” he said. “Why are you telling me this?” 

“Because after we sort things in Murderhall, we’re going to a family 
reunion in Bastian, and | want you to be prepared for what will happen 
if anyone so much as looks at Raven in a hostile manner.” | pointed to 
the bodies and parts of bodies littering the yard. Each still had their 
ears attached. “When it comes to dealing with elves, I’m an amateur 
too.” 

“Ara, your point is made. | think your demonstration has motivated 
our present contingent to resume its training. Please go collect that 
wayward blackblade before Salema tries to reclaim it.” 

| scooped up the fallen blade. “Tell the mayor I’m going for a walk. 
I'll be back before dark. Make sure he keeps the gate locked until 
then.” 

| met Loro Dawn on the next corner. | was on my way to the town’s 
large trading plaza and eventually Boss Kincaid. 

“Don’t tell me you're sorry,” Loro fought back his tears with a pride 
that only elves could manage. “I would have done the same if | had 
known.” 

“How long had you been with Half Moon?” 


“Too long. Ten years, and in the end, | didn’t know him.” 

“The dark elves carry a curse. It sends them in directions no sane 
person would follow.” | seemed to startle him with my insight. 

“From what I’ve heard, you are the truest example of that.” 

And then it hit me. Through the former king’s elven soul magic, | 
was seen as a dark elf of Ylamil. That much had been explained by 
Andarion before I’d accepted the ancient relic that altered my standing 
in Bastian. What | hadn’t realized was the fact that it also altered my 
soul. | now carried the curses of two bloodlines, each at war with the 
other. 

Feth, but it explained a lot. 

“Lord Storm, are you alright?” 

“No, not entirely, nor am | a safe person to be around.” 

“I'll take my chances.” 

“Where do the light elves live? Do you share the walls of Lieve with 
the dark elves?” 

“You will find us even more secretive than our cousins in that 
regard, to the point that once we leave our birth city, we never return 
lest someone should follow us home.” 

“You're exiled?” 

“You could say that, but it is of our own choice, a self-exile. My true 
home is located beyond the shores of this continent.” 

“Are you good with a blade?” | said. 

“Why?” 

“We can never have enough protection, and when the dark elves’ 
interregnum ends, we'll need even more.” 

“You can’t be everywhere, can you?” 

“No,” | said. “Nor do | wish to live my life gathering the blood of my 
enemies.” 

“We have much in common, you and I.” 


We crossed the city square and reached the forge of Boss Kincaid. | 
traded him my fancy left vambrace and all its dents for something 
stronger. The Nantine cavalry vambrace was simply too light for 
someone that fought on foot and did so without a shield. The boss 
knew his business. The heavier weight of the new brace offered a 


comforting familiarity over the leather that protected my left forearm. 

“You heard about Sendal?” | said. 

“Benzo sent a runner. Half Moon was always trouble, but | never 
thought he was crazy enough to cross you.” Kincaid ignored Loro’s 
presence and spoke his mind. “How was | to know?” 

| shrugged. “What about the other piece?” 

“It’s three pieces. An iron loop for the reins, a pommel ring to keep 
the loop in front of her, and a modified sling for the girl’s left arm with a 
reinforced hook. You'll have to adjust the straps to make sure it fits 
snugly, and it'll take some practice.” 

“That will do.” 

By the time | returned to the lord-mayor’s mansion, the bodies were 
gone, the cobbles of the yard had been scrubbed, and the evening 
watches had been set. 

“Laila was wrong about you.” From the shadows of the veranda, 
Ben Heck lurked. “She thought you would need more protection for the 
ride in. You’ve grown.” 

“My House has grown, and I’ve grown with it.” 

“The Realm Guard couldn't stop you if you chose to act.” He didn’t 
say exactly how | might act, but we both knew the current target of my 
ire. 

“Ben, don’t let it come to that. Ask Price to set the correct guard 
detail.” 

If King Falbrenn wanted a one-sided war, he would get it. 

“Raven thinks you’ve declared war on Colivar and Bastian and that 
you want revenge for what happened to her.” 

“Revenge means nothing. | want what is owed.” 

“And what is that?” he said. 

“| follow the rules of those before me, and for once, | want the Golds 
to follow them, too.” 

Ben had heard my earlier declaration. “Ara, what are the rules of the 
Black?” 

I'd come to accept my role as the Black Prince and knew its 
bounds. “In this world, there aren’t any. Hidden behind an illusion, the 
Black offers nothing but pain and desperation. Without a balance of 
power, there can be nothing else.” 


“How do you know this?” 

I’d experienced plenty of tutors in this regard. “Raven taught me. Up 
until now, her life has been filled with desperation and abuse, all 
thanks to the late King Ylamil, and his one-sided war.” 

Ben had fought in the siege of Bastian. He knew how the elven King 
had perished. He also knew who had brought a counterbalance to that 
land. He whispered, “Ara, what happened in Niantia?” 

“| found another truth, and Niantia hammered it into my soul. The 
reality of one man can destroy all the others.” 

“Is that why you ended King Ylamil’s reign?” 

“He placed his realm on a path to ruin, not me. More than anyone, a 
king must pay for his transgressions.” 

“Have you declared war on King Falbrenn?” 

“No. Falbrenn has declared war on House Storm. | have a right and 
an obligation to respond. If you don’t believe me, ask Laila.” 

| Knew Ben’s concern and called upon that which he wouldn't 
question. The rules of the Gold were every bit as rigid as those of the 
Gray, but nothing compared to one’s sister. 

“Laila will be glad to see you. She’s been bored with you being so 
far away.” 

“Her existence is about to reach new heights of excitement. We'll be 
staying at the Checkered Flag Manor, planning for our day of judgment 
with the Golds. Who’s handling security in the Garden of the King?” 

“Baden Durk.” 

The former Coven assassin had an eye for trouble and an elite 
ability with a crossbow to intercept it. He would do. 

“Once we get settled in, I'll be offering bounties for rogue dark 
elves. If the King and the Order of the Vigil can do so for the killing of 
demons, the Scarred Man can certainly follow suit to protect his family 
in the Lower Districts of Maidenhall.” 

Only one assassin had ever tried to breach the walls of the 
Checkered Flag estate, and he’d wielded the soul of an alpha Kjaira. 
We'd burned his body. | was well-equipped for any future interlopers 
and would gladly challenge them in the open. Still, | wanted the local 
community to have a stake in the presence of the Scarred Man and 
know that a war had been declared against one of their own. 


Ben had other ideas. “I will assign this pack of knights to guard your 
manor, front and back. We'll tell Lord Small that they secure your 
arrest.” 

“When we return, ask Lord Small how many elves his Kingsmen 
have detained in the past year. | want to know where he stands before 
| speak with him.” 

“You know he won't have a good answer to that.” 

“It’s more about setting the stage before the curtain is raised. If he 
answers at all, I’ll Know where | stand.” 


Chapter 18 
Maidenhall 


Four days later, on a sunny afternoon in central Colivar, we rode 
into Maidenhall. Loro Dawn had joined us on the way out of Hillsborn 
and enjoyed the daily training regimen as much as the rest of our 
growing escort. He was twenty years older than Andarion, but one 
could barely tell as they sparred at the end of every session. While 
Loro rarely came out on top, he showed Andy a few new moves and 
pushed Yseria for second-best among the elves. 

Ben didn't stay long once we'd entered the back gate of the 
Checkered Flag. He left Fraim Johns with orders to guard the place 
and went on a quest for additional security throughout the Garden of 
the King neighborhood. As the packed urban heart of the Lower 
Districts, the Garden was home to Laila Storm and the legend of the 
Scarred Man. As the crossroads for the Gray throughout the realm, its 
dealings ran around the clock. 

As Major Heck of the King’s Realm Guard, Ben had to keep his 
distance from House Storm and justify his actions to those above him. 
Still, nothing stopped him from making the rounds through the Lower 
Districts and a quick stop in the Royal Quarter on his way back to the 
Military District. 

Laila had indeed missed me. She was waiting in the back garden to 
greet us as we came through the gate. I'd ridden west to Bridgeton 
with Ayla more than a year before. Laila was overwhelmed by all the 
new additions to our family, but there was only one that caught her 
eye, and he needed to be changed before anything else. My aunt wept 
at the sight of Rae and Runa’s missing arm and escorted them both 


into our immense townhouse. She would deal with me later. 

Laila had acquired another property a short block away, a more 
modest townhouse that could be used by Kazamil’s elven contingent 
when they weren't on watch. The Fuga Recon section that had 
accompanied us from Tannoo wouldn’t be staying in Maidenhall for 
long. The troops were given a local guide and directed to a nearby inn, 
a place called The Spitting Drake. 

After seeing us all safely inside, Walker Grey and Yseria Warric 
continued on to the Royal Quarter to collect Tila Na’am, Lynda Snow, 
and their loyal knight-guard contingent. | would thank Judge Small later 
for his long-running hospitality at Sturgess Manor, but it was time we 
negotiated a new lease. 

Our bodyguards and Runa each claimed a room on the 
townhouse’s sizable second floor while Cat, Hart, Raven, and | each 
returned to our usual suites on the third floor. Our room was large 
enough for Jan’ara to find a comfortable spot, and the bed was 
uncommonly soft after so many nights sleeping in rustic roadside inns 
or out under the cold stars. | would have gone straight to sleep if Laila 
wasn’t sitting on the couch cooing at Jan. 

Laila had a few things on her mind that she couldn't wait to discuss. 
“Ara, Ben thinks you are under house arrest. Is that true?” 

“From what | gather. King Falbrenn is challenging the existence of 
House Storm and seems to be bent on provoking a civil war. Once Tila 
and Lynda arrive, we will discuss my status further.” 

“Ben and | will stand by you. After tonight, the whole Garden of the 
King neighborhood will know what Falbrenn is up to, and from there, 
the Lower Districts will be up in arms.” 

“Let’s not burn the city down just yet. My first concern is eliminating 
any rogue dark elves in Maidenhall. The contingent we have with us is 
loyal, but beyond that, | consider any dark elf a potential threat to my 
family.” 

“Loyal to whom?” 

“House Ylamil-Storm. We'll be going to Bastian once King Falbrenn 
acknowledges his misdeeds.” 

“And how will you bend the will of the King?” 

“| left Ayla and Sorrow in Tannoo, so I’m still working on that.” 


“You think Sorrow could reach Falbrenn?” 

“Yes, and so could |, but I’d rather get what | am owed in a more 
civilized fashion.” 

| had no doubt that | could reach Falorenn, but | had decided on 
something stronger than the King’s assassination. So far, he was more 
of a liability than a threat to those that depended on him. He’d failed in 
his duty and was trying to cover it up by carving me out as the one at 
fault. 

“Don't forget the Gold’s first rule,” said Laila. “He who has the gold 
makes the rules.” 

“| haven’t forgotten it, but the rules were made centuries ago. 
Having a Royal treasury doesn’t always equate to power, nor does it 
allow one to change the deal after it has been struck.” 

Never had | seen or felt Laila so enamored by anyone as Jan slept 
in her arms, and | wondered if she’d ever felt the same comfort as a 
child. Probably not. She and her brother had landed in an orphanage 
at a young age and were viewed as cursed for their poor condition. 

Laila was almost purring as she replied, “I’ve spoken with Major 
Price. The King has his cousin, the Lord-General of the Army, in his 
corner. The fact that he’s holding his veterans on a short leash leads 
me to believe they’re expecting an uprising or worse.” 

“And how is Clarion Price?” said Rae. She lifted Jan from Laila’s 
arms, whispering, “Dinner time.” 

Price had always been in our corner, or at least Laila’s. As an 
adjutant, he helped manage the allocation of Army units to various 
postings, deployments, and official requests that rolled down from on 
high. 

Laila frowned at the loss of her nephew, using it to hide her feelings 
for Major Price, but | knew better. 

“That good?” | said. 

Laila knew what | meant. Price was known to frequent the Scarred 
Man Pub, right across the street from the Checkered Flag estate. The 
only reason he went there was to see Laila Storm and enjoy her 
company, and she certainly didn’t mind his attention. 

Outside, the patter of feet through the back garden hinted at new 
arrivals, and the voice of Paladin Grey bellowing about lions hastened 


everyone downstairs for a surprise. 

We'd been invaded with toddlers and tears. Jan’ara looked perfectly 
lost as Lynda and Tila embraced Rae and poked the little guy. Around 
their feet, a one-year-old chased a slightly older boy, growling, 
howling, and cackling with every other breath. In the background, 
Captain Anzor Dawe stared at my appearance while Countess Margot 
Redding waited patiently at his side for the children to tire themselves 
out. 

| stared back, not at the chaos but at the other officer in the room. A 
major dressed in the uniform of the Fuga Recon, Hollen section. He 
casually observed everyone from a safe distance and smiled with 
every roar that the littlest lion made. Not wanting to upset the reunion, | 
turned away to hide my surprise and found myself face to face with 
Hart. 

“You see him, don’t you?” she said. “My mom keeps whispering 
Ram’s name.” 

| nodded, unable to speak, and Hart wrapped me in a hug, assuring 
me that it was OK. 

“What’s wrong with Ara? He looks like he’s seen a ghost,” said Cat. 

“Not just any ghost,” said Hart. “Tila’s brother Ram is here.” 

Cat grabbed my hand and pulled me into the melee of greetings 
and introductions. “Where is he?” she said. 

| nodded off to the right at the nearest corner of the spacious den. 

“He looks happy,” said Cat. 

| coughed, “You can see him?” 

She let go of my hand. “Not now.” She grabbed it again. “He’s in 
uniform.” 

“Ara? What’s the matter? We didn’t mean to ignore you and Cat.” 
Lynda Snow had tracked us down and was busy checking for missing 
appendages. She’d collected her son Ram and did her best to calm 
him down. 

Cat carefully lifted the toddler from Lynda’s arms and handed him to 
me. I’d never met the little guy before. With his bright brown eyes and 
mischievous smile, he immediately reminded me of his father. 

“Man!” Ram pointed over my shoulder. 

Cat couldn’t help herself, barking out a laugh. 


| looked back, and the ghost of Ram Na’am gave us both a nod. He 
kept his distance and seemed content to do so. The Akio had released 
him after all. 

“Ara, what is it?” said Lynda. 

For all she knew, | wasn’t entirely present. | could feel her 
loneliness and the need for connection. I'd abandoned her as much as 
anyone else when I'd left a year ago. | kissed Ram on the forehead 
and passed him back to his mom as | gave her a long hug. “Lynda, 
before we proceed with tonight’s discussion, please go upstairs and 
examine Vigil Moon. She will fill you in on a few important details.” 

With the removal of one lion from the room, the larger of the two 
calmed down to the point that Walker Grey could capture the beast. 

“Baby Jarr?” | asked, shaking Captain Dawe’s hand. “Lady Redding, 
it is an honor to see you again. You look perfectly invigorated.” 

Margot Redding laughed, “Perhaps you mean exhausted but in a 
good way. And your son is adorable.” 

Raven joined our conversation and greeted the couple, for that is 
what they were. “Captain, how is the Ambassador from Niantia holding 
up in the court of King Falbrenn.” 

“The King has been decidedly mute when it comes to 
acknowledging my existence or that of our realm.” 

“Be glad that it still exists,” | said. “The Horde and the Infernal 
plague are gone.” 

“Is it safe to return?” 

“Not entirely. The land is dotted with rogues and spider traps, but 
the Order of the Vigil already has a presence. A detachment from 
Company Storm has reached the Queen’s Hold and the capital city.” 

A semi-hysterical woman reached the bottom of the stairs behind us 
and beelined into my arms. She seemed to have misplaced her child 
along the way. 

“Lynda, it’s OK,” | said, mimicking Hart. 

She ran her hand gently along my collar and across a rough field of 
scar tissue. 

“Lynda, believe me when | say | didn’t even notice the wound until 
much later.” 

“Liar. Cat certainly noticed, and she only experiences whatever you 


do. And she told me what she saw here tonight. Is it true?” 

“Yes,” | admitted. “Ram is here.” 

“Now?” she gulped. 

| steered Lynda away from Raven and the confused couple. “Yes. 
He enjoys watching his son play with Jarr. He seems content to be 
near you both.” 

“Have you spoken to him?” 

| had not, and | told her so. Maybe later. 

“Little Ram saw him?” 

“Yes, when | was holding the boy. Don’t ask me how.” 

Lynda held out her hand to me. “Please.” 

| couldn’t deny her request, and she gasped at the sight of her 
former lover as he offered her a gentle bow of approval. Nothing 
needed to be said beyond that small gesture. 

Lynda buried her face in my chest. She swam in a world of intellect, 
diplomacy, and rules, but to see Ram again—in his state of gray— 
shattered the walls that surrounded her heart and mind. She allowed 
me to steal away the fear of the moment, leaving only the warmth of 
the exchange. 

“Who burned you?” she said, wiping her eyes. As Storm Company 
Consul, Lynda felt it was her job to document my deeds and scars for 
the rest of the Order. 

“The hellfire of an Infernal Warlord. | paid him back and sent him 
home.” | was truly proud of the effort, though | hadn’t gone it alone. 

“The plague was a making of War? | thought it was a Prince of 
Pestilence.” 

“It was a House of Pestilence, but once I’d conquered the demon 
prince, War saw an opening and took it, destroying the entire Pestilent 
Horde in the process.” 

“Walker Grey said that there were thousands of demons encircling 
Qreyl.” 

“Ten thousand,” | said. 

“Ten thousand. What did that cost you?” 

| glanced over at Rae, “Almost everything.” 

Lynda smiled, “And you’re here now? Able to form complete 
sentences?” 


“I’m doing better than ever. My sisters were there to help me before 
| walked into the deep for good.” | let that sink in. “Lynda, now it’s your 
turn.” 

“Oh,” she murmured. “Yseria said you were going to war with 
Colivar. The whole realm? Or just the King?” 

“The House of Falbrenn, but I’m prepared to raise the stakes.” 

Moments later, Tila had a similar reaction when she saw her older 
brother. She’d been the focus of his heart for most of their lives 
together, and Ram seemed to glow when she gazed upon him. Still, 
Tila wasn't entirely pleased. 

She crossed her arms, “Why is he here?” 

Tila was aware of the Akio Valley’s gray reputation and the unwise 
deals her father made. Her father and uncle each had a talent for 
perceiving the gray, the energy of the dead, and they dabbled where 
they shouldn’t. She was sure I’d done the same. 

“| didn’t make any gray deals, if that’s what you’re asking. Perhaps 
the Akio thought to give him parole for good behavior.” 

“Tell me what you did.” It was a command | couldn’t ignore. The 
power of her words washed over me, tugging on my heart. 

“| dropped a dagger down the well in Tasko.” 

“A fang?” 

“Yes, but empty of the Black. It contained hundreds of souls, each 
imprisoned by the Damogir and his death-demon. Most were the souls 
of my siblings, and | wanted them to be free.” 

“What about Ram’s?” 

| shrugged, “He seems happy. I’m more concerned about yours.” 

“How so?” said Tila. 

“You have a sister in Hollen. Becks would never say this, but | know 
she misses you terribly.” 

“Is it safe for me to return?” 

“Not entirely, but it wouldn't be any more perilous than remaining 
here, and | could grant you official standing as Seer for the Crown in 
Tannoo.” 

“You could do what?” 

| held her curiosity at bay, “Tomorrow, we must meet with 
Ambassador Howa. Would you please invite him here in the 


afternoon? | will share everything then.” 


Chapter 19 


Decrees 


The backdoor opened and closed. Three men appeared, one of 
which was extremely well-dressed and entirely put out. The other two 
were heavily armed and watchful. We all stood. 

“Good evening, Lord Small,” said Lynda. 

“Lady Snow, Lord Storm, so good to see you again.” 

Additional greetings were made around the den as Lord Roger 
Small, the cousin of the King and Judge of Maidenhall, made his 
unexpected entrance. My presence certainly wasn’t a huge surprise. 

“Lord Small, what brings you here on such short notice?” | said. 

“| followed a wagon out of Sturgess Courthouse. It contained the 
possessions of a pair of important women, and | wanted to make sure 
they hadn't been kidnapped.” 

“You have a good eye. They’ve most certainly been taken, and I’m 
not giving them back.” 

“Does this have anything to do with my cousin’s decree and your 
house arrest?” 

“Lord Small, this has everything to do with how King Falbrenn treats 
those that serve both him and the realm. To be more specific, | would 
like to introduce you to the Champion of Colivar, but she is resting 
upstairs.” 

My ring took that moment to flicker a fiery red. Sensing my growing 
rage, Madd-Jak was awake and ready to play. It was a timely tell. 

Lord Small didn’t take the bait. “Major Heck informs me that you will 
be offering bounties for dark elves in our city.” 

“And?” | said. 


“We’ve been ordered to stay out of the dark elves business.” 

“Then why are you asking me about bounties? I’ve had the courtesy 
to inform you of my intentions while the foreign hunters certainly have 
not.” 

“You are a citizen of Colivar and live within my domain.” 

“lam also a dark elf in the line of Ylamil, or had you forgotten.” | 
waved Yseria and Andarion forward, continuing my rant, “Yseria 
Ylamil-Storm and Andarion Ylamil can both vouch for my standing, or 
we can bring in another elven noble to state the same. My actions are 
guided by the rules of Bastian. The elven interregnum continues, and 
from what | hear, King Falobrenn has decided to turn a blind eye to its 
peril.” 

Lacking any worthy response to that point, Small changed the 
subject, “Why are Captain Dawe and Lady Redding here?” 

“They are the parents of the lion cub Jarr, and he is the crib mate of 
my nephew Ram. Do we need a better reason than that?” 

Small seemed to be measuring his response, “It is unseemly for 
them to be present.” 

Captain Anzor Dawe stood up at that comment, “In what way?” 

“Lord Storm has been declared corrupt by the King for his 
unwarranted claim of standing in Niantia.” 

Any corruption I’d accrued was a matter for the Order of the Vigil, 
my inquisitors, and House Storm. 

Dawe’s battle-hardened voice emerged to defend me, “Unwarranted 
claim? Who gave Falbrenn the right to make such a declaration over 
the state of Niantia?” As an official ambassador of Niantia, he hit the 
mark squarely. 

Roger Small pushed back, “You’re saying that Lord Storm’s claim 
was warranted?” 

Raven Ylamil took her place as Champion of House Storm, entering 
the conversation with Jan’ara snoozing on her breast as she spoke, 
“The Duke of Kelton declared him Prince of Niantia. | witnessed it 
myself. The remaining dukes have accepted his claim as well. Ara is 
the son of the Damogir and can claim the bloodline of House Behcet 
as his own.” 

Lord Small came to his feet and bowed, speaking far more gently, 


“Lady Ylamil.” 

Raven tore into the heart of the matter, “Judge Small, what is the 
King so afraid of that he would declare war on my husband’s House?” 

“Falbrenn has declared war?” 

Lynda Snow reached a conclusion first, “Having failed in his duty to 
protect and support both the Order of the Vigil and House Storm, King 
Falbrenn has gone beyond the bounds of his domain to officially attack 
Ara’s standing in Niantia. Does the King intend to invade our northern 
neighbor?” 

Lynda’s accusation made perfect sense. By turning a blind eye on 
the schemes of Bastian, Falorenn was currying the dark elves’ 
ignorance, if not their favor. Bastian controlled the Rundil Pass and 
Colivar’s access to the central plains of Niantia. 

| wasn’t so sure. There were other explanations. With fear being the 
highest on my list, | preferred Raven’s simpler view as | replied, 
“Avarice or cowardice. We can only guess at the King’s motivations.” 

Aiming for a confession, Judge Small had fallen into his own trap. 
He sat back down, not knowing which way to turn. There would be no 
easy way out when it came to choosing between the two warring 
Houses. 

“Lord Small, has Falbrenn paid the requisite bounties for the siege 
of Bastian?” Lynda pressed a related issue, already knowing the 
answer. She would have been the one to arrange the transfer of the 
payment if it had been made. 

Having a personal stake, | piled on, “Much is owed to the Order for 
Niantia above all else.” 

“When did Falbrenn become responsible for the payment of 
bounties to Niantia?” said Small. 

| replied, “When Vigil Storm conscripted the blocking force that 
denied the Horde its escape. You can ask Captain Dawe to confirm 
who gave the order and how much it cost his men to follow it.” 

Dawe didn’t wait to reply, “Lord Storm gave the order. Only one in 
five Nantines survived that day.” 

Judge Small was growing weary. “I acknowledge the cost. With 
three Vigils and a Champion of Colivar staring me down, | am 
sufficiently beaten. | will submit the request for the entire Horde to be 


split evenly between Lords Snow and Storm. It is a huge sum, and my 
cousin won't be pleased, but by law, our debt to the Order must be 
paid.” 

“And what about Ara’s arrest?” said Lynda. “Does the King intend to 
hold him here indefinitely?” 

“The Royal decree has been made. The dukes and the other Vigils 
are arriving as we speak. Your hearing before the court of King 
Falbrenn will happen three days hence. Until then, Lord Storm, please 
remain where you are.” 

I'd never forgotten the support Judge Small had given Company 
Storm or the trust he had in me from the beginning of my career. He 
protected Maidenhall, while | spared a continent. 


The following morning, introductions were made between Baden 
Durk, all of my brothers, and the loyal dark elves. Knowing that 
crossbows would be the most likely form of attack, Durk made the area 
around the Checkered Flag his point of focus. We had more than 
enough talented blades stationed at the manor to hold off a small army 
of swordsmen. The renovated urban estate’s twelve-foot walls and 
steel-faced shutters bolstered our overall protection while Durk placed 
archers and crossbowmen on the rooftops for a block in every 
direction. 

After a visit to Mister Layne, our family tailor, Laila arrived with a 
wagonload of clothing. Rae and | had had a year to destroy most of 
our wardrobe, and thankfully, the master tailor never forgot a person’s 
size. Somehow, half the wagon seemed to be allocated to Jan’ara, 
with fittings up through the age of ten. 

“Laila, we have a date with the King coming up. How will | take 
Raven to court with her looking so neglected?” 

“Master Layne will stop by tomorrow to get you both fitted. He’s 
already working on her dress.” 

“I’m representing more than myself. Perhaps you should attend with 
us.” 

Laila stopped for a moment and considered my offer. She controlled 
the realm’s most powerful Gray House, but this wasn’t Fugaku. She 
would never cross the line into the domain of the Gold. “I think not. My 


presence will loom far larger by not being there, and besides, if 
Falbrenn decides to play dirty, you'll have someone that plays even 
dirtier ready to respond.” 

“| told the same to the smith of Hillsborn. If Falorenn doesn’t rescind 
his decree and pay up, the border will move west in favor of Fugaku.” 

“You’re talking about more than a civil war.” 

“If Falorenn doesn’t bend, | want you to take charge of Southport. 
The Grays there have had their chance to carve a niche, and | want 
control of the docks. Westlake and Bridgeton won’t object if you tell 
them soon after the fact. Make sure they know it was my idea and 
why.” 

“Go tend to your wife before | forget you’re only half my age.” Laila 
winked like she hadn't in a long time and sauntered from the room. 


Admiral Howa arrived for a late lunch. He expected Lynda Snow 
and |, but he didn’t expect the protective ring of Fuga Recon or the 
presence of Tila Na’am. Tila Na’am had disappeared two years earlier 
and had been discreetly resurrected as Tila Wind, Vigil of Maidenhall. 
We'd kept the secret hidden for as long as we could, especially from 
the Gray Houses of Tannoo. 

With Lynda’s help and Tila’s tacit agreement, I'd come prepared. 
“Ambassador Howa, it is a pleasure to see you again.” 

Howa offered a polite bow before sitting down. “Wind Catcher, the 
urgent invitation was quite a surprise.” 

It was more than a year since we’d last spoken regarding the fate of 
House Na’am in Fugaku, but it was a fitting place to start. 

“| hope this isn’t as big a surprise.” | slid a sealed decree across the 
table for Howa to open. 

“Sovereign Doyne has anointed Tila Na’am as Seer of the Crown? 
That places her among the ruler’s inner circle.” 

“It should also make her untouchable in the eyes of many in 
Tannoo. It is a fitting post after what happened to her father.” 

“Miss Na’am already holds the Colivarian post of Vigil, does she 
not?” 

“Yes, and she isn’t required to give that up. It has become quite 
apparent that the Order of the Vigil's presence is necessary throughout 


the continent.” 

“House Na’am owes its allegiance to House Storm. Where will Tila 
fit?” 

“As far as the Crown is concerned, Tila is a member of House 
Storm. She will represent the Wind Catcher in all official matters when 
| am not present.” 

Tila was a handsome woman, independent, confident, and capable. 
She was tougher than she looked. | may not have been fully forthright 
when | convinced her to take the posting, but with her Fuga bloodline 
and influential voice, she was the perfect second for the Wind Catcher 
in the court of Fugaku. Tila was also a much-needed older sister for 
Ayla, who would continue to represent the interests of House Storm in 
Tannoo. 

| slid another sealed decree across the dining table to Ambassador 
Howa. “Part two,” | said. “You may find this one a bit more daunting.” 

Howa gasped, then coughed as he read it. He didn’t mean to 
offend. “Lord Storm, Sovereign Doyne has ceded to you her official 
seal in all matters of state. Has she stepped aside?” 

“No, but it would be accurate to say that | have ascended. She has 
given her trust and fealty to House Storm, and I’m authorized to act in 
all matters pertaining to the security of Fugaku or its neighbors. As 
such, | order you to deliver a copy of this writ to Judge Small at 
Sturgess Courthouse on the morning after next. Don’t be early or late 
with its delivery. We both have a date with King Falbrenn the following 
afternoon.” 

“| will attend to it. Is there anything else?” 

| handed Howa a third and final missive, bearing the seal of the 
Wind Catcher. He couldn't disguise the look of worry on his face when 
| told him not to open it. “Save this one for our meeting with the King of 
Colivar. There’s always a chance it won’t be needed.” 

Howa kept his composure and eventually excused himself. He 
didn’t touch his meal. 

Tila Na’‘am was the complete opposite, eating and cussing above 
and below her breath. “Ara, what was in the final missive?” 

Lynda waited beside us in silence. She knew, but | had sworn her to 
secrecy. 


“Tila, what do you see when you look at me?” 

“| see a broken land after an incomprehensible storm has passed. 
The Black Wind has left its shadow upon you.” 

The Seers of Fugaku were famous for their accuracy and poetic 
imagery, and the Black Wind had been there from the start. 

| admired Tila’s skill even as | pulled down my collar, showing the 
top edge of a hideous scar. “This is the mark of a Black Wind. Cat 
wears an identical burn. The hellfire burned away both of my Vigil 
marks.” 

Tila swallowed her food. “And that gave you the right to Fugaku?” 

“It gave me the motivation to act when the realm teetered on the 
brink of catastrophe. The Infernal will walk through any doorway it 
finds, and there is always a steep cost to make it leave.” 

Tila tallied the truth in my words and the meaning behind them. 
“Sovereign Doyne,” she said. 

“| have bargained a truce, and you will be her keeper. You and Ayla 
will act in my name as you see fit.” 

“My name is Tila Na’am, not Tila Storm.” 

“My name is Ara Storm, and | am your brother. Just ask Becks.” 

Knowing my rocky relationship with her sister, Tila chuckled at the 
reference. “How is she?” 

“Fit for the job you've been given.” 

A little sisterly rivalry never hurt anyone. 

“I'll remember that.” 

“Ayla’sen lives in Tannoo at the Manor of the Wind Catcher. She 
has a boyfriend and an utter lack of supervision.” Sorrow didn’t count. 

Tila finally cracked a smile, “Not for long.” 


Chapter 20 
Midnight Conclave 


| dusted myself off in the basement of the pub. The secret under 
street passage was rarely used, but it offered the safest path out of the 
Checkered Flag. | hadn't left the mansion since we’d arrived, and the 
surrounding block had remained quiet. Too quiet. | assumed that 
would all change if word leaked out that I’d gone pub-crawling, but it 
was only one pub, and the woman was worth the risk. 

She was perceptive, gifted with beauty, charisma, and an addiction 
to excitement. She didn’t travel lightly but took risks far beneath her 
station. | recognized her scent before | reached the top of the stairs. 
Somehow, it overcame a boisterous pub room filled with sweaty 
Kingsmen, redcoats, and Lower District spies. 

The man behind the bar was one of Ben’s old hands. He knew why 
| was there and pointed to a table in the far corner of the room. As | 
slipped past the bar counter, | caught a glimpse of my target. 

She hadn’t changed. Her modest dress couldn’t hide the incredible 
woman underneath or the fact that she didn’t belong in this back alley 
establishment. She was untouchable. The casual ring of Kingsmen 
standing nearby made sure of that. 

| spoke to the nearest of the four, “Gentlemen, I’m here to gather 
my friend.” 

The tallest of the four replied, “And who are you?” 

The man was older than me but far younger where it counted. | 
could see the untrimmed boldness in his eyes. He was a junior 
Kingsman at best. 

“I’m the owner of this place, the Scarred Man.” 


The bartender served warm ale and warmer food while | served a 
round of laughs to the men in blue tabards. 

“Says you.” The Kingsman placed his hand on his saber, ignoring 
my long blade completely. 

“Gibbons, what are you doing?” said a voice from behind me. 

“This bloke claims to be the Scarred Man. Says he owns the place, 
but we’ve never seen him before.” 

| turned around and found myself face to face with an officer 
wearing the Judge’s blues. Arch Mickens had found his place in the 
world by surviving the mean streets of Murderhall. It took him a 
moment to sort what he was seeing. 

| rolled my eyes, not looking back at Gibbons or his cohorts. 

Arch nodded, “I'll take care of it.” Stepping around me, he pointed at 
the front door. “You four, out. Dry time has arrived for your morning 
shifts.” 

“We don’t have—,” Gibbons’ squawking reply was cut short. 

“You do now.” Mickens crossed his arms and watched his more 
junior mates shuffle out the front door. 

With the Kingsmen gone, the way was clear, and my mark’s eyes 
were misty. It wasn’t entirely the ale. 

“Arch, | need a quick favor.” | told him what | intended and didn’t 
need to say it twice. 

He walked out the door as if he owned the place. 

| took a seat, capturing the hand of the beautiful woman. “Welcome 
to the wrong end of Maidenhall. What brings you here?” 

| was hoping she would point to a carriage parked somewhere 
nearby. 

She stared down at my hand, trying to decide what to do with it. She 
squeezed it harder. “You’re not a ghost?” 

“Who would name a dead-end pub after a ghost? Annette, what are 
you doing here?” 

“I’m looking for a friend.” Her eyes echoed the sentiment. We'd all 
had a difficult time of it. 

“You've found one. Now, what will you do with him?” | smiled. 

“What am | allowed to do?” She searched my eyes, finding them 
different from before. 


“Annette, neither of us are free to do what we'd like, but we can do it 
together.” 

She frowned. She was playing coy, getting me to talk. Lady Annette 
was older, perhaps twice my age, and the wife of the Duke of Breen. 
He was a lucky, lucky man. 

“I’m sorry, but that pout of yours is entirely unfair. You’ve been 
practicing, haven’t you?” 

“You have to start somewhere,” she said. 

“But not here. Let’s go.” | stood up. 

“Where to?” 

“My place.” 

Maybe she’d had more ale than | expected, but she didn’t argue 
with my plan as she hooked my arm through hers. She was getting 
exactly what she wanted. 

| wore a brand new leather and mesh-mail jacket. It was common 
fare among the bosses and better-known hands in the Lower Districts, 
and it would keep all but the most direct blows from scoring. | hesitated 
at the pub door, reaching out around me. There were watchers and 
bowmen everywhere on the block, and | took the time to count them. 
The numbers matched Durk’s latest report. 

“Annette, there are two ways for us to go home. One is slow, dark, 
and potentially filthy through an abandoned storm sewer line. The 
other fast, running for our lives as if a deadly bolt could find us in the 
next instant.” 

“Ara, | borrowed this dress. Is there a third option?” She was 
nervous, taxed. She’d challenged herself with this risky foray, and the 
night was no longer young. 

Almost laughing, | took her hand. “We could always walk across the 
street as if we were invisible.” 

“Together?” 

“Of course. It’s not far at all. Do you trust me?” 

Her heart sped up at the thought. Mine was already racing from the 
opening pout. 

She nodded. 

| nudged the ring on my hand, “Hide us.” 

Its stone flickered red for an instant, settling back into the color 


black. Taking that as a positive sign, we strode out the door and up the 
alleyway, making our way quietly across the street. 

Halfway there, Annette pulled me closer and whispered, “I don’t feel 
invisible.” 

“Neither do |, but none of the crossbows are aimed at us, so keep 
walking and be thankful my wife rarely wears a dress.” 

The wrought iron gate to the Checkered Flag Manor was unlocked 
and waiting for us to arrive. Arch Mickens stood inside with Yseria 
Warric—the captain of my guard—and they jumped as the gate closed 
behind the two of us with a click. All around us, more of Salema’s crew 
patrolled the perimeter of the estate. 

“Arch, I’m sorry to make you work tonight, but I’m going to need an 
even bigger favor. It seems this woman is married after all, and | need 
you to collect her husband.” 

Mickens was up for the task, “Where would | find him?” 

“Try the Royal Quarter. The Duke of Breen will certainly be missing 
her by now.” 


Barely an hour later, the first carriage rattled through the back gate. 
It carried two dukes and a small host of cold-eyed bodyguards. 
Another followed them into our yard, toting three Vigils, two inquisitors, 
and one haggard-looking Kingsman. 

Arch was sent to collect my aunt while the manor staff brewed tea 
and relit the house lamps. The dining room was arranged to handle the 
growing presence of power, and introductions were made. Careck was 
a new face, as were Salema Kazamil and Loro Dawn, but Jan’ara 
wouldn't be outdone. He made a perfunctory appearance before 
returning to bed, but it set the tone for the urgency of the impromptu 
meeting. 

Accompanied by Inquisitor Loeb, Lord Meryck Snow—the Vigil of 
the North—greeted his grandson, Ram, before sitting down with his 
daughter, Lynda. Lady Annette Chase was returned to her husband’s 
side, filling the space between the Duke of Breen and Lord Ragir—the 
Duke of Stonnberg. Ragir was apprehensive as he surveyed the room 
around him. 

At Ragir’s side sat Meryl Snow, who was Lynda’s brother and the 


Order’s representative at the court in Stonnberg. Meryl was gentle yet 
sharp-minded, and it was good to have him here, bridging the gap 
between the northern Dukes and the Vigil of the North. 

Vigil Akila Thorn accosted Raven and me with strong hugs and 
even stronger feelings concerning our survival and present condition. 
Raven had crossed through the Dungarr on her run east, taking 
advantage of the remote nature of the territory and Thorn’s outpost. It 
seemed as though Thorn would rather have imprisoned Rae than let 
her ride away in her obviously delicate condition. 

The final pair to greet, Vigil Hiram Stone and his daughter Jillian, 
were an unmatched set. Mostly recovered from a brutal plague vision, 
Vigil Stone remained withdrawn and fearful of my presence. Formerly 
the Boss of Westlake, Stone had once thought to end me, and | had 
returned the favor. Only his cooperation as the Vigil for western Colivar 
kept him alive. On the other hand, his daughter, Jillian Stone, may 
have gotten a few looks from Raven as she gave me a long hug and 
clung to my arm in an overly friendly manner. | didn’t mind the 
attention. 

Jill was an inquisitor of the Order and as true a friend as I’d ever 
met on my journey in search of the Infernal plague. Her voice had the 
same strong influence as that of Tila Na’am, who attended the meeting 
as Vigil Wind. Vigil Moon and inquisitor Hart Storm also sat at my end 
of the long table, leaving barely enough room for Raven to squeeze in. 

As we'd completed our greetings, the back door opened, letting in 
one more soul. Coming from a far different world, Laila Storm was 
known to very few, but Hiram Stone seemed to recognize her as she 
was introduced to the conclave. 

| gave her my seat and stood. “Welcome all. We're pleased that 
you’re all here to meet my family, and | feel it’s the perfect time to 
discuss the future of House Storm, the Order of the Vigil, and the 
Realm of Colivar.” 

Beginning with a complete recap of the events in Niantia, | ended 
the narrative by showing off the hellfire scars on my neck. Cat also 
flashed a hint of hers, leaving Doctor Loeb and the dukes completely 
stunned. Vigils Stone and Snow showed no reaction at all as if it was 
all a part of a Vigil’s day, but Lady Annette seemed ready to lose her 


evening's ale. 

Duke Ragir summarized the report, “Lord Storm, you ended a 
Horde of ten thousand, two Infernal princes, and an alpha Kjaira. Your 
company is scattered across Niantia, hunting down rogues, and you’ve 
been declared a Prince by the Duke of Kelton.” 

“The Duke of Kelton was later butchered by the dark elves as they 
tried to attack my sister, but we have plenty of witnesses to it all. The 
dark elves’ interregnum will end as soon as | reach Bastian. In the 
meantime, my brother, Pasco Gale, resides in Qreyl as Prince Regent 
of Niantia. He is supported by Paladin Cynan Black and a contingent 
from Captain Hartwell.” 

“You ended the reign of the Damogir?” said Meryl Snow. He’d 
zeroed in on the main area of concern for all, especially the dukes. 

“Meryl, | did not. The Damogir ended his rule when he chained 
himself to an Infernal Prince of Pestilence and a death-demon. In 
doing so, he almost completely destroyed his realm.” 

“It is a fine line to argue in front of the King.” There was nothing fine 
about it, but Meryl was making a good point in that Falbrenn would 
only see what he wanted and feel threatened by it. 

“And that is why | plan on sticking to more straightforward 
arguments, starting with what is owed to the Order of the Vigil and 
ending with my presumed state of corruption.” 

Lynda clarified for all involved, “Judge Small has agreed to press for 
bounties covering the full Horde at Bastian, a total of almost eleven 
hundred dead demons, to be split between the companies of Lord 
Snow and Storm.” 

Lord Snow breathed a sigh of relief. He kept a ready force along the 
Everest Range and had been sweating the morale-breaking delays of 
the King. 

“That would break my treasury,” said Ragir. He looked over at Lord 
Chase, who nodded his agreement. 

I'd just given Ayla and Cress a similar fortune to spend in Tannoo 
and around Citadel. Having pondered how to best use the funds that 
we'd taken from the Count in Groene, I’d followed my rules and would 
demand that the King follow his. 

Lord Snow seemed to be on my side, “Though dire in cost, it would 


still be far less than if the Horde had managed to reach Stonnberg or 
Hamport. From Ara’s description, the greatest threat to the continent 
has been eliminated.” 

Laila crossed her arms, “King Falbrenn seems to think otherwise.” 

Annette stared across the table. She was her husband’s primary 
agent when it came to gauging the powers and positions of their rivals. 
“You speak as if there might be repercussions to the King’s decree.” 

With that, my faith in Annette’s keen perception was proven true. 

“My brother is bound by honor and law to respond to the negligence 
and attacks, and before you respond, know that he holds all of the 
passes,” Laila aimed this last remark at the dukes. 

Lord Chase dipped his toe in first, “Madame, perhaps we haven't 
been properly introduced. Who are you, again?” 

“I’m the sister of the Scarred Man of Maidenhall. Your lovely wife 
will surely have heard of him.” 

Annette clarified further, “Anton, she’s the Gray Prince’s second, 
and he’s the reason that the Lower Districts of Hamport haven't 
rebelled over the past year.” 

“That might be more due to my youngest sister, Ayla,” | said. 

Annette’s eyes went wide, “Is she well? And the children?” 

Cat had encountered the scions of Lord Kelton on her trip north into 
Niantia. The three had once been the wards of Lord and Lady Chase. 
“They are well, and Kelton’s walls are fully repaired. With your support, 
the city is healing.” 

There was a slight pause in the conversation as the minds around 
the table were reset. Lady Annette was satisfied, and | could see her 
relax. Her husband would be in my corner by tomorrow morning at the 
latest. 

Duke Ragir wasn’t quite so impressed. “What did she mean by he 
holds all the passes? Are you suggesting that war is in the offing?” 

“That is entirely up to Falbrenn,” | replied. “Being a King doesn’t 
exempt him from the rules of humanity or those of his realm.” 

“Lord Storm, on whose word do you act?” 

“The King’s. It was Falbrenn’s decree that left my wife to the wolves 
of Bastian. Exceeding the bounds of his domain, the King has marked 
me as corrupted. House Storm will respond unless full redress is made 


by House Falbrenn.” 

“You expect the court’s outcome to be in your favor?” 

The court's outcome was meaningless, and | did my best not to 
laugh or scream as | responded. 

“Lord Ragir, | learned many things in Niantia. One was the cost of 
any failure among the Silver and Gold when it came to defeating the 
Black. Another was the Black’s ability to twist and control any situation. 
The Infernal doesn’t negotiate. They maneuver, and they conquer 
before any court has a chance to rule against them. They will destroy 
an entire world if it meets their selfish ends.” 

Ragir was out of his depth. “You plan to challenge Falbrenn?” 

“Feth yes!” | screamed. “He thinks this is a game.” | tore my shirt 
clean off. 

A shimmer of scalding heat rose from my chest. Once contained by 
the Vigil marks that adorned my right breast and shoulder blade, the 
insidious hellfire had broken itself free. Now, it roamed across the 
scars of my neck and torso whenever my rage got out of hand. 

Cat scrambled to grab my hand while Jillian Stone rose to the 
occasion, holding me back with whispers of times gone by. In the end, 
Raven collected Jan’ara, offering him as a prize if | put on my shirt. It 
worked. 

“My brother has made his point,” said Tila. “As such, | will be 
relocating to Fugaku after the court session, regardless of its outcome. 
| will continue to honor my post as Vigil Wind in the East.” 

Nobody thought to object. 

The late-night conclave ended shortly after my outburst. | could 
barely form sentences in my head, let alone something constructive 
that would further impress anyone present. Still, ld managed to pick 
out faces around the room and tally a mental list of those that would 
need further attention. There weren’t many. 


Chapter 21 
Friendly Fire 


It was early. The Garden of the King dozed in the predawn shadows 
as | loped along in search of a tailor. The Garden had been quiet, 
almost too quiet, since we’d arrived, and it was time to rouse our 
enemies before they missed the battle entirely. 

To summarize the state of things, sightings of dark elves had 
diminished to almost nothing. Durk’s watchers and marksmen were 
getting bored, and | needed a new shirt. Yseria said so and practically 
shoved me out the back gate to get one. She’d been up all night and 
was just finishing her shift with some of Salema Kazamil’s crew. My 
brothers were already awake and stretching out in the back garden. 
They'd felt my anticipation and seen it on Yseria’s face as she sent me 
out alone. 

A bell on the door to Mister Layne’s shop rang out, echoing up and 
down a mostly vacant street. As a teenager, some of my traps back in 
Lockrun had small bells on them, signaling a snare and helping me 
find the catch in the dark. Placing my newly torn shirt on the counter, | 
heard the shuffle of footsteps from the store’s backroom. 

“Master Storm, what a pleasant surprise. What brings you here so 
early?” Master Layne looked like he’d been waiting for my arrival rather 
than sleeping only moments before. 

His shop never closed. 

“Rough night,” | said, pointing to the shirt. “Can it be repaired?” 

“| can be repurposed as the lining of a jacket, perhaps. It seems to 
have been scorched on the inside.” 

“| don’t mind that. How is my wife’s dress coming along?” 


“| will deliver it this afternoon and make any adjustments then and 
there. | also have dresses for Enricata, Hart, Lynda, and Tila. Have | 
missed anyone?” 
| shook my head, “You’re in for an exciting afternoon.” 

He chuckled, “Il would presume yours tomorrow will be even more 
so.” 

“Master Layne, | met an acquaintance of yours in Hamport. Master 
Cade sends his condolences.” 

“Ha. Is he still working for the Duke of Breen?” 

“He was the last time | was there.” 

“He thinks I’ve fallen far in my career, but I’m the one that will be 
adorning the Grand Hall of our king tomorrow, not him. Here, try this 
one.” He handed me a simple undershirt of soft-spun cotton. “It will 
protect against further scorch marks on your finer clothes.” 

“You haven't always worked in the Garden of the King?” 

“Me? One might say that | was imported from finer halls or that | ran 
from them. In hindsight, the lord-mayor’s daughter was sufficient 
reason to disappear, and I’ve found a far more interesting life in the 
Lower Districts of Maidenhall.” 

“It’s the center of the world, isn’t it?” 

He handed me my torn shirt with its seams newly mended. “For me, 
certainly, but your reality seems far removed from mine.” 

“Your reality seems to hold mine together,” | said. “And tomorrow, it 
will certainly impress the King.” 

“Beneath the garments, everyone has their own reality to defend. 
From what I’ve seen here today, you know this better than most.” He 
handed me a bundle of shirts wrapped in a creme and blue silk scarf. 

“Who is the scarf for?” 

“Your aunt mentioned that you have another sister, one I’ve yet to 
meet and measure.” 

“Her name is Runa. She will love it. You can measure her when you 
come by later today. She will need one of your best riding jackets and 
whatever else she pleases.” 

“Of course, and please use the backdoor when you leave. Your 
presence on this block is known.” 

Layne was right. 


As | eased my way out the back and into his dye yard, a poor 
picture painted itself in my mind. Across the street, in front of Layne’s 
shop, two bodies waited, one living and one dead. The presence of the 
former was shaded, yet | could feel the hunter’s cold concentration 
seeping through. On the block behind the store, two more predators 
waited, one at either end. With the nocturnal Garden crowds safely in 
their beds and the streets clear of confusion, this was an opportune 
time for an attack. Yseria had been right. 

| turned around and went back into the shop, telling Layne to stay 
away from the doors until things were sorted in the neighborhood. | 
kicked the front door open and stepped back as a bolt flew past, 
planting itself in the shop’s wooden floor. Racing outside, | angled left 
towards home. My ring flickered, immediately cloaking me with the 
power of a Kjaira assassin. It made the morning’s long shadows 
entirely moot. 

The initial bowman had fired and fled in the opposite direction. The 
other two remained as they were. If my presence was known to be at 
Mister Layne’s, it was also known to be lacking somewhere else. With 
my blade in one hand, and new shirts bundled in the other, | raced 
back only to find dead hunters scattered everywhere around the block 
and backyard of the Checkered Flag. None of the killers had managed 
to reach the back garden, let alone the house, but several bolts were 
embedded in the steel-faced shutters or bent by the garden’s stone 
walls. 

Yseria was yelling orders, and Fuga Recon troopers were streaming 
in the front gate. 

Careck leaned against the garden wall, clutching his side with one 
hand and holding a bloody bolt with the other. “You missed all the fun. 
They shot their way through the back gate shortly after you left.” 

| lifted his hand off of his side and drew away his pain. “Are you 
OK?” 

The wound seemed shallow enough, and the dart he held appeared 
free of harmful substances. 

“I’m still standing, aren’t |?” He dared me to object. 

“How many did you get?” 

“Five,” he frowned. “Yseria got six.” 


“Where’s Andarion and Salema?” 

“Still chasing the rogues that broke and ran.” 

| smiled. “The trick is to move out of the way before it hits you.” 

Careck winced. “Ha. You gonna stand there all day or help me 
inside?” 

“Sure, just don’t bleed on my new shirts.” | looped Careck’s arm 
across my shoulders to keep him steady while we walked. 

The backdoor opened, and Walker Grey stood aside with his shield 
at the ready. “Is it over?” he said. 

“Just about. Careck wasn’t as lucky as the rest, but | think he’ll live. 
Where’s Raven?” 

“She’s guarding the third floor—women and children and all that.” 

“Paladin Grey, please tell her that the present danger has passed. | 
don’t see her mistaking you for a dark elf, but Keep your shield up, just 
in case.” 

A doctor was brought in for Careck, and the Fuga troopers stacked 
the bodies outside the back stables for the Kingsmen that were sure to 
arrive. The Recon troop collected the dead hunters’ amulets used to 
mask the presence of the elves. | let the Recon soldiers keep the elven 
magic. The shamanic devices weren't as rare as Gray House amber 
but almost as effective for those in their line of work. 

In the end, twenty-five dark elves were killed, including two of the 
three stationed around Mister Layne’s. Being out of the loop about my 
sartorial foray, Baden Durk wasn’t happy, but he’d had marksmen in 
place above the stable yard, and their crossbows had done plenty to 
help stem the initial tide. Between Kazamil’s blackblades and the elite 
Realm Guardsmen, the attackers had stormed their way into a well-laid 
trap, and we would all be safer during our trip to the Royal Quarter the 
following day. 

That afternoon, Durk showed me the bolt he’d collected from Mister 
Layne’s shop floor. It was elven, with a lighter weight and a sticky 
substance coating the tip. It wouldn’t penetrate far through any armor, 
but it wouldn't need to for it to be lethal. 

The bolt that hit Careck was heavier and thankfully clean of any 
residue. Bearing the mark of the Colivarian Army, it was a favorite of 
Durk’s for its weight and precision. He had access to all sorts of bolts, 


depending on the mission. 

“You think Careck got hit by friendly fire?” | said. 

Baden Durk shrugged, “I wouldn’t have nicked him if it had been 
me.” 

Sometimes honesty pays in the strangest of ways. 


Yseria’s idea for an ambush had been a good one. Our escort of 
Royal Curtain Guardsmen marched steadily up the hill toward the 
eastern gate of the Royal Quarter while our bodyguards scouted the 
lanes on either side of us, and Salema Kazamil covered the rear of the 
column with her entire cohort. | reached out in a constant search for 
any more predators and found nothing to ruin our day. The real threat 
waited within the Grand Hall. 

Runa had been left behind to take care of Careck. The stitching in 
his side would take time to heal, so they were both buttoned up tight, 
along with Jan’ara, at the townhouse of Laila Storm. My aunt hadn’t 
gotten over the reason for Runa’s missing arm but did her best to 
overlook the fact that Careck might have been partly responsible. Laila 
had been snared by her own Black contract before we’d ever met, and 
having been granted a reprieve, she recognized a similar reality in 
Careck’s eyes. 

Careck was as tough as they come in an even tougher landscape. 
His energy and drive put him at the top of the Damogir’s heap, and the 
demon had ridden him far into the night. He might not have had the 
memories, but he realized the dangerous nature that he carried and 
looked to me to place a wall around him. Rather than stick a blade 
through his eye, | offered him my best. 

Placed within a sizable, covered carriage for the trip across the city, 
the ladies of our entourage were decked out in their courtly finest. 
Master Layne had come through, and the excitement of matching 
Colivar’s best was a boon to offset the months of coarse garments and 
dusty roads. Only Raven came armed, the hellsword Gozan draped 
across her back shoulder like an ornament, guarding the string of black 
and white diamonds that adorned her neck. 

As we arrived, we were met by another contingent of Realm 
Guardsmen, knights on par with those that now guarded the 


Checkered Flag. Fraim Johns made it clear that he would take charge 
of our security into and out of the Grand Hall, and he sorted the other 
pack. As Raven, Cat, Tila, Hart, and Lynda climbed out of their 
covered carriage, every knight-guard stood taller and listened to what 
Fraim had to say. By law, some in my cast were considered 
untouchable, and some were not. 

I'd gone for a full kit of leather and chain, as had all of our 
bodyguards. My brothers and | wore steel-blue and dark brown, and 
my new heavy vambrace offered its own comforting weight on my left 
arm. The elves wore black leathers, but only Salema Kazamil was 
allowed to approach the King. The rest would wait at the back of the 
Grand Hall with our guard detail. While not an overt offense, it wasn’t 
often that someone brought live blades to an audience with the King. 

As a group, we paused inside the double doors. It gave everyone a 
chance to get their bearings and check for mundane threats. The walls 
and dais were lined with more Realm Guardsmen than I’d ever seen 
before. Every sword was sheathed, but the King’s Royal Hounds were 
tense. The large windows above provided plenty of daylight to the 
audience, and | could see the dukes, ambassadors, and Vigils all 
waiting in the wings for the scene to commence. 

“Take a deep breath,” said Rae. She offered me her left arm. “Is it 
safe?” 

“Close enough,” | whispered. 

Standing at the foot of the dais, Judge Roger Small signaled us to 
come forward. House Storm advanced as one, a family with a single 
goal. 

King Falbrenn stood, signaling the start of the audience. His 
courtiers all bowed, as did Judge Small and the dukes. House Storm 
remained upright and defiant of any standing the sovereign of Colivar 
might have. We held our own standing, and unless Falbrenn bowed 
first, he’d get nothing from us. 

Silence swooped down and circled the room, landing on the dais 
steps as the Hounds each took a menacing step forward. Their boots 
slapped the stone tile floors as one. 

| waited, watching my manners flee. I'd been summoned under 
arrest. It was the King’s party, so it was only fair that he provided the 


welcoming remarks. 

He scanned our group. Salema had stepped to the right, nearer the 
other ambassadors and dukes, while Tila and Cat moved left, a step 
closer to the Vigils. Bridging the gap, Raven and | were front and 
center, with Kestrel, Caolin, Yseria, and Andarion at our back. Beside 
them, Paladin Walker Grey beside Lynda Snow and loomed like a 
giant over the proceedings. 

Falbrenn seemed satisfied with our arrival. “Judge Small, please 
make the necessary introductions and begin the trial.” 

Lord Roger Small first introduced Salema Kazamil as a 
representative from the city-state of Bastian. The bright court, with all 
its finery and circumstance, seemed to please the dark elf. Her 
swarthy, exotic face seemed to shine under the gaze of Falbrenn. It 
was the perfect opening. 

King Falbrenn decided on the exotic before all else, “Lady Kazamil, 
welcome to Maidenhall. What brings you here today?” 

Salema smiled, “The elves of Bastian are most eager to see how 
you prosecute the Black Prince. Your harsh treatment of the Gray 
Princess was most exemplary in the minds of many.” 

Her casual remark couldn’t have been truer for the confusion it 
instilled in those around her, including King Falbrenn himself. 

“The Gray Princess? The Black Prince? | was under the impression 
that Bastian had declared an interregnum.” 

“Your Highness, the Bastian Royal Counselor declared an 
interregnum as prescribed by our laws. He can’t erase the ancient 
elven magic that seals Lord Storm or Raven Ylamil into our Royal line. 
He could only make them targets. By honoring and then shunning the 
Gray Princess, your duplicity impressed many. It was an eloquent 
surprise.” 

The curse of the dark elves was never a good path for a member of 
the Gold, but the compliment seemed to reach Falbrenn’s brain first. 

He replied, “Then, | look forward to working more closely with 
Bastian in the future.” 

| watched Judge Small’s face and those around us for their reaction. 
Most were appalled at the King’s tacit admission. 

Before taking a step back, Kazamil smiled once more, “Sadly, Your 


Highness, you cannot work with those already dead.” 

The smile fled from Falbrenn’s face. He’d never survive for a 
moment in the courts of the dark elves. 

Lord Small ended the introductions and moved on to the day’s 
primary concern, restating the accusations of corruption and the 
related offenses that occurred in my role as a Vigil of the Order. 

“Lord Storm, are you ready to respond to the Royal decree against 
you?” 

“Yes, but first, | would like to resolve the debts of King Falbrenn, as 
is my right.” 

The Judge of Maidenhall wasn’t surprised. “Such as?” 

“First and foremost, his inconsistency when it comes to 
safeguarding my wife. | view that as an attack on both House Storm 
and the Royal line of Bastian.” 

“And what do you ask for in redress?” 

“A Royal apology on bended knee before Raven and all of the 
court.” | pointed to the floor in front of me. It was clean enough. | 
waited for the crowd to settle down before continuing, “And the release 
of all conscripted troops that still languish on the military rolls even 
though the war with Niantia is over.” 

King Falbrenn seethed. | hadn’t expected anything less. 

Judge Small remained calm. His day had been ruined hours ago, 
and he’d already accepted the outcome, “Lord Storm, your first claim is 
noted. Is there anything else?” 

“Under the ancient pact with the Order of the Vigil, the King owes 
bounties for all the demons we destroy. We have yet to be paid what is 
owed for the Battle of Bastian. Falorenn’s eminence erodes with every 
passing day.” 

The King bellowed, “What do you mean by that?” 

| was done playing around. | wasn’t here to defend myself from 
anyone, but rather to conquer, plain and simple. “If you were truly our 
liege lord, you would act like it. The fact that you neglect your duties, 
pacts, and support of faithful servants says much about the falsity of 
your position.” 

Falorenn had thought this was my trial. Never had a man been 
more wrong. 


Lacking any sound argument to refute my claims, the King went 
after the man, “Lord Storm, who are you to make such a statement? 
You are the one that is corrupt.” 

“Prove it,” | replied. “You cannot deny any of my claims, and yet 
your decree is based on a reality steeped in ignorance.” 

Falbrenn seemed to consider his response, and | hoped it would be 
the right one. It wasn't. 

“The Army and the Royal Treasury stand behind my view of reality.” 

“But not the Order of the Vigil?” | said. 

Five Vigils wearing the sternest of faces each took a step forward, 
waiting for Falbrenn’s reply. 

Judge Small intercepted the coming rout, “Your Highness, the Royal 
Treasury stands to support your commitments. Eleven hundred 
demons were slain in and around the Valley of Bastian by the forces of 
Vigil Snow and Vigil Storm. Do you abdicate your authority in this 
matter?” 

Small had been careful not to chide, but his choice of words made it 
clear whose side he was taking. 

Falbrenn was starting to feel the heat of the moment as his right 
flank began to crumble, but he saw an easy way out. “I abdicate 
nothing. Judge Small is ordered to release the funds and pay all 
pending Vigil bounties. The demons are a threat that I’ve never taken 
lightly.” 

To Falbrenn’s left, the Lord General of the Army turned sour. The 
ongoing funding of extra troops was about to be cut off, and he wasn’t 
going to stand for it. 

There was always a cold relationship between two old wolves, each 
tasked with protecting the pack. The Army and the Order had never 
gotten along, and it was the King’s place to keep both focused and 
funded in their given roles. With his poor maneuvering, Falbrenn had 
managed to anger both factions. 

|! was kind enough to point that out, “King Falbrenn, the Lord 
General seems to disagree with your Royal decree. How will he 
continue to pay his auxiliary troops?” 

Both Judge Small and Lord General Varus waited eagerly for 
Falbrenn’s reply. The King would have to openly contradict himself or 


cave to my earlier demand. With the most recent demonic threat 
eradicated, he could have easily balked and bolstered my case further. 

He didn’t. “Lord General Varus, | order you to release those called 
up in defense of the realm, effective immediately.” 

The red faces of the two cousins continued to simmer, but the 
scene before them had only begun. 

“And the Royal apology?” | wasn’t going to let that slide. “It is owed 
to many, and | will gladly accept it on their behalf.” 

Lord Small looked at me in disbelief. I'd been so close to having my 
charge of corruption dropped and walking away with the bulk of what 
was requested. Instead, I’d hopped right back into the ring. | wasn’t 
finished, not by half. 

“On whose behalf?” said Falbrenn. 

“On our behalf,” said Lord Snow. “For endangering the Champion of 
Colivar and House Storm and making unfounded accusations against 
a dedicated Vigil of the Order.” 

“On mine,” replied Captain Anzor Dawe. “For insult and injury to the 
domain of Niantia.” 

“And mine,” said Ambassador Howa. “For threatening the Wind 
Catcher of Fugaku.” 

Salema Kazamil went last, “You failed to protect that which you 
claimed to own. As a Gold, you are a disgrace.” She said it, not me, 
but the effect was the same. 

“And if | don’t?” At least Falbrenn asked plainly pertinent questions. 

“That is your answer?” | replied. “You abdicate the throne?” 

“| didn’t say—,” said Falbrenn. 

Andarion Ylamil had heard enough and cut him off. “Bastian will 
declare war when the interregnum ends. The Everest passes will be 
closed to Colivar.” Latching onto Falbrenn’s gaze, Andarion stared at 
the man that had helped script his passing nightmare. 

| signaled Ambassador Howa forward. He didn’t hesitate to deliver 
the Wind Catcher’s waiting decree to Judge Small. He knew what was 
in it. 

“The Realm of Fugaku has declared war. Our borders east will be 
sealed,” said Lord Small. 

Captain Dawe stepped up and made a similar declaration. 


| finished the rounds, “On behalf of House Storm, | have made the 
same declaration of war against all that have threatened or attacked 
us, and | make it here. The King of Colivar has broken a long-standing 
pact and failed to make amends. Pay all that you owe, and war can be 
averted.” 

At that, | signaled to Lynda Snow. 

She handed Judge Small another missive, a bill coming due. “The 
presence of the Order of the Vigil in Maidenhall will cease to exist until 
this is paid.” 

“Ten thousand demons?” said Judge Small. “There were ten 
thousand demons in Niantia?” 

| clarified for all present, “And every one of them was destroyed by 
my House. | didn’t fail in my duty, nor did any of us abdicate our 
position as Vigil. While we were fighting to save the continent, King 
Falbrenn was preparing to invade Niantia.” 

The Lord General took it upon himself to testify, “It was a sound 
idea. Their land is in ruin and barely defended. With the demons gone, 
it is ripe for the picking.” 

“With the mountain passes closed?” | said. 

“We still have the ports. We could sail up the west coast.” 

“Lord General, are you sure about that? Have you asked Lord 
Chase about the Lower Districts of Hamport and their objection to 
being used in such a way? And aren't the Docks part of the Gray’s 
domain.” | more than hinted at a coming civil war. 

Desperate men do desperate things. 

As | turned back toward the dais, a ghostly presence stalked across 
the stage, wearing the uniform of a major in the Fuga Recon. Staring 
at his sister in the audience, Ram Na’am halted at Falbrenn’s right 
shoulder and pointed over our heads toward the back of the Grand 
Hall. His frown deepened into mud as another, far colder presence 
rose at the far fringe of the room. 

On my right, | shoved Raven away and dove left, launching myself 
into the midst of the Vigils as the short, sharp snap of a crossbow’s 
release filled the hall. A black ray darted forth from an overhead 
window. 

Not having time to draw my blade, | collided with Tila, twisting and 


hugging her as we hit the floor. 

Feth. 

| intended to block the bolt with my thick vambrace as it flew toward 
a spot centered on Tila’s back, and thankfully, the power of Madd-Jak 
guided me true. The parting shot would have gone clean through the 
former Vigil of Maidenhall if not for the double thick plating on my arm. 
The weapon used was exceptional. The dart pierced my heavy 
vambrace, reaching the bone beneath it. 

In the agony and tumult that ensued, | was surrounded, not by a 
pack of Royal Hounds, but by a string of inquisitors, each trying to get 
me to put away Rei-Seeck. Bodyguards were everywhere, holding the 
line between the King’s forces and our own as the dames, courtiers, 
and clerks panicked and fled to the far corners of the room. 

The bark of an officer filled the hall, tugging on the leash of the 
Realm Guards and holding them back. Eventually, others were sent 
outside in search of the assassin. Everyone on the dais had seen the 
attempted hit, and everyone knew who was behind it. The Royal 
armory stamp on the bolt in my arm proved it. 

| didn’t even have to look. 


Chapter 22 
The Long Night Fades 


In the end, they pinned me to the floor. 

Raven wore my blade across her back as Doctor Loeb did his best 
to hold me still, and Yseria yanked the bolt out of my arm. After 
working to reset the bone, Loeb wrapped my arm and clamped it in 
place with my leather and steel vambrace for protection. Like the fangs 
of a Kjaira, the agony raged through my arm, and | wept at the dark 
memories it ignited. 

The cold tile floor of the Grand Hall had offered its support, as had 
the dukes, the Vigils, and the ambassadors. Judge Small had given his 
apologies for the day’s debacle while King Falbrenn was being 
escorted out the back. Field surgery complete, | was guided into our 
waiting carriage. Ben Heck led a familiar pack of knights. His days of 
being a major in the Realm Guard had ended for a second and final 
time. 

Baden Durk turned up to collect my horse, Daur. He would ride it 
back with the rest of our escort. It was only a matter of time before 
King Falorenn would be put out to pasture. The dukes and the Vigils 
would see to that if my aunt didn’t destroy him first. The Royal jackal 
had never apologized for his reckless disregard of Raven’s safety. His 
reign wouldn’t have survived even if he had, but he might have dodged 
the disgrace of it all. 

Some mistakes are unforgivable, and some are beyond one’s reality 
to correct. The gap between Gold and Gray or Silver and Black divides 
one world from another. House Storm used that to its advantage. Much 
like Koki-Ten, | could see all the cards and choose which suit to play in 


any given hand. There was a cost to being the Black Prince, but I’d 
already paid it in blood and pain, and | forgave those that sought to 
make amends through other means. 

After hearing the recap of the day’s Royal audience, neither Laila 
nor Careck had much to say. Laila knew exactly what I’d done and 
held me for a long time, hoping to draw away some of the pain. Ben 
had given her the news about the coming end to his commission. With 
his leadership, Southport’s lower half would soon be under new 
management, and | planned the same for Bastian. 


With my arm in a sling, Runa was more than happy to give me 
riding lessons around the Checkered Flag’s backyard under the 
watchful eyes of Careck and Yseria. Runa goaded me and laughed as 
she steered circles around Daur. It was as good a time as any to break 
the news. 

“Runa, I’ve got a special mission for you. It’s important.” 

She halted beside me as if she knew what | was about to say. 
“You’re sending me home, aren’t you?” 

“Yes, a friend of mine needs an escort into Kelton, and | don’t know 
of anyone better to do it than you. Have you ever been on a ship?” 

“We're sailing?” 

“Yes, from Hamport. The duke’s wife, Lady Annette, wants to visit 
some family in Kelton and at the same time, bring more of the Nantine 
refugees home.” 

“Will you—” 

“Yes,” | cut in. “I will find you there. No matter what.” 

“Is the war over?” 

“With Colivar, almost. Only Bastian remains, and it’s far too 
dangerous for anyone but the dark elves to pursue.” 

“But you will pursue it?” 

“I’m a dark elf. Can’t you tell by my horse’s pointy ears?” My remark 
didn’t get the laugh I'd intended. 

Runa bared her main concern, “Laila says that you destroyed the 
King of Colivar in front of his entire court.” 

“Better the King than the realm.” 

“Will you do the same in Bastian?” 


“| already did.” 
“Oh. Then, | won't have long to wait to see you again?” 
| smiled, “I think we’ve both waited long enough, don’t you?” 


Two days after the Royal audience, Tila Na’am departed for Tannoo 
by way of Hillsborn and Hollen. The platoon of Fuga Recon and Loro 
Dawn accompanied her on the trip. As Tila rode east, Runa and 
Careck escorted the Duke and Lady Chase northwest to Hamport. 

My sister carried parcels for the Gray bosses of Hamport and 
Kelton. To Mino Gaines, I’d sent a spent crossbow bolt speckled with 
my blood and a letter letting him know the location and condition of his 
son and daughter-in-law. To his daughter, Viv, | sent a brand new silk 
scarf in a blue that | thought closest matched her eyes. Ayla said that 
Hamport was a fun city if you gave it a chance. | hoped to find that out 
one day. 

Two packages were going to Kelton. One was addressed to the 
lord-mayor from the Black Prince of Niantia. It anointed Runa Lundin 
as a Princess of the realm and holder of Kelton with a small fortune in 
gems to back her claim. | hadn’t mentioned its contents to either Runa 
or Careck. The other parcel was another raw silk scarf in the colors of 
the northeastern reaches of Colivar. Cat had helped pick it out, and it 
was meant for the boss of Kelton, from her son who'd died years ago, 
alone on a cold trail in the middle of the night. The boy’s clear soul was 
still around, draped in a mantle of gray and black, and he thought it a 
good start. 

Judge Roger Small arrived the following day intending to negotiate 
a truce. The bloodstains in the stableyard were still plainly visible and a 
great way to begin the discussion, well that, and my left arm in its sling. 

He laid his cards on the table, “The general procurement has 
ended, and all conscripts have been discharged. Lord General Varus 
has retired. We offer you a chance to select his successor.” 

“What else?” | said. 

He slid a sealed decree across the table. “Full payment of bounties 
for the siege of Bastian.” 

| slid the document over to Lynda Snow. “And Qreyl?” 

“Colivar recognizes your claim to standing as a Prince of Niantia 


and Bastian, and as the Wind Catcher of Fugaku. We will accept your 
appointment of ambassadors and your word as law when it comes to 
agreements between our realms.” 

“That’s not enough. | had that before the King’s disgrace was made 
known. | want Colivar to recognize House Storm as having perpetual 
standing among the Golds on par with any King that ascends to the 
throne. We will inhabit the northern Akio region, providing a buffer 
between Niantia and Fugaku, and we will do the same between Niantia 
and Colivar. 

“Furthermore, having helped preserve Colivar, | don’t wish to see it 
fall into ruin. | will accept a perpetual yearly tribute equal to one- 
twentieth of the bounties for the Qreyl Horde. A war with Niantia would 
have cost Colivar far more than that, and a war against the Emperor’s 
Horde would have destroyed the realm entirely.” 

Lord Small agreed, “That is more than fair. Is there anything else?” 

“The center of Hillsborn becomes the dividing line between Colivar 
and Fugaku. The border moves west solely as punishment for 
Falbrenn’s duplicity and lack of remorse.” 

“There will be two mayors?” 

“Yes, and | will appoint the second. They will split the custom’s duty 
equally.” 

“Where will you reside?” 

“The Duke and Lady Chase continue to be my sponsors in 
Hamport, but my company is scattered throughout the north. Once 
things settle down in Niantia, we may return.” 

“What if you are needed here in Maidenhall?” 

“My war has always been with the Black. | will go wherever I’m 
needed.” 

“Do we have a truce?” 

| nodded, “Major Clarion Price will be the new Lord General of the 
Army. He’s a reliable officer but not a noble. Please rectify that.” 

The Golds of Colivar had plenty of vacant titles to trade as politics 
required, but all | could think of was the fact that my aunt was going to 
kill me. 

“Baronet Price has a nice ring to it,” said Judge Small. “He will be 
given a townhouse in the Royal Quarter as well as the Lord General’s 


former estate in the Military District.” 

| had one final item on my mind. “How is Countess Redding getting 
along?” 

“Margot has not been happier in ages. Between Jarr and Captain 
Dawe, she has her hands full.” 

“Ninety percent of Anzor Dawe’s regiment died on the front lines, 
defending the Rundil Pass. He is a hero of Niantia. Don’t 
underestimate his resolve in caring for those that he loves or the realm 
he represents.” 

“Certainly not. And | won't forget the protection you’ve shown my 
family and my city.” 

“MY city,” | countered. “Murderhall.” 

Judge Small chuckled at the streetwise moniker, “As you say. What 
should | call you?” 

“When we first met, | was Vigil Storm. That still holds true.” 

“Lord Snow said that you defeated an Infernal prince. He thought 
the title Black Prince was entirely apt.” 

“For the Houses of Bastian, it will be.” 


We rode north to Stonnberg with Duke Ragir and Lord Snow. Lynda 
and baby Ram were on their way home to Berykholt for some long- 
awaited family time. | would need her in Niantia soon enough, or 
maybe Hamport. Cat would split time between Stonnberg, Berykholt, 
and Lockrun, learning politics and meeting the Paladins that resided in 
the duke’s city while threats still lingered in the mountains to the north. 
Her adopted uncle, Walker Grey, and four trusted Realm Guards made 
up her retinue. 

With spring beginning, the passes north through the Everest Range 
were thawing out. Andarion and Salema were as eager as | to end the 
succession war decimating the elven bloodlines. There was always a 
time for culling the herd, and this had been it. The weak lines had 
faded quickly, and the strong had suffered through. Others would 
eventually recover, and new lines would creep in to bolster the overall 
flock. 

Khamros Ylamil, the Regent and Royal Counselor of Bastian, had 
decreed a full year for the interregnum, and we were only a month 


short of that as we wended our way through the rugged, wet passes of 
the Everest Range. Our group consisted of Salema Kazamil, Ferran 
Vyl, their band of dark elf guards, Andarion and Yseria, Kestrel and 
Caolin, Raven, Jan’ara, and Hart Storm. 

In the absence of Sevin Martell, my sister had grown attached to 
me, and | couldn’t leave her behind or send her riding blindly into the 
sunset. Sevin would have frowned upon that. As my inquisitor, Hart 
was determined to heal me at the end of every day, pulling me away 
from the Black that waited like a snare around my neck. 

A single rogue demon hunted in our path just north of the glacier 
that marked the halfway point through the Everest Range. Beyond 
that, the trail into the Valley of Bastian was desolate. 

If Lorna Ylamil was still alive, | was certain she would have 
challenged us before the city of Bastian came into view. We arrived 
with enough daylight to note the repairs to the outer walls and the 
multicolored stains that still marred the once pristine granite blocks. In 
the distance, burial sites extended down to the lake that dominated the 
valley’s northern end. 

We entered through the city’s eastern gate with Andarion Ylamil 
leading the way. This was his home, and he’d defended it from 
enemies inside and out. We stabled our horses near the gate and 
walked the remainder to the Royal Hold of Ylamil. There was a layer of 
pathos covering everything. The citizens of Bastian passed us silently 
in the streets as if we were faceless soldiers returning from a long war 
instead of a raiding party that had breached its once daunting walls. 

| struggled with my intentions and the need for retribution. A crime 
beyond all others had been committed here against Raven Ylamil. 
Khamros’s declaration of interregnum had made it an open season on 
Ylamil’s one remaining princess. She didn’t deserve the punishment, 
for that is what it was. Rae’s older siblings had been cast into the blood 
pool as equals and spared the squall that erupted around her and 
Andarion. 

Andy had weathered the storm by choice. He could have walked 
away and circled back to Bastian, waiting out the year, but he hadn't. 
Such a thought had never crossed his mind. He’d even descended into 
the ring and given me everything he had, knowing it wouldn't be 


enough. I’d given him his reward in a scar across his jaw, a fitting 
souvenir of his trip to Hell and back. 

At the gates of the Royal stronghold, Salema Kazamil veered off, 
returning to her home while we were led to a family wing to bathe and 
rest. News of our arrival preceded us, and word was being sent to all 
the major Houses in the city. 

The Black Prince had returned. 

Servants rallied to our cause, and nobody locked us in. It was a far 
more sane and civilized experience than I'd expected. As the 
summons finally came for a reception with the Regent, | removed my 
sling and tightened the straps on my vambrace. My brothers did the 
same, and everyone donned their blackblades. | carried both of mine, 
just in case. My mind hunted for an ambush around every corner that 
we crossed on the way to the meeting. 

Instead of arriving at the Royal audience chamber, we were 
escorted into the immense dining hall. Dozens of additional tables had 
been set, and extra lamps lit, giving the scene an almost festive mood. 
Food and drink were being served as elves from numerous families 
trickled in. Most were armed like us, with blackblades and uncertain 
smiles. Seemingly reticent to take a seat, they remained standing 
around the room. 

As if on cue, Khamros Ylamil entered with his clan, taking the 
familiar high table on one side of the room. The oldest son, Leoro 
Ylamil, and his wife followed, then two daughters, Zulia and Violant, 
each with their husbands, and finally, Gavan Ylamil, handless and 
lacking a spouse, the failure of his line. 

Gavan froze at the sight of Raven with a babe in her arms. Raven’s 
shiny black hair had grown back over the past year, touching her 
shoulders. A gray patch covered her left eye, and the scars on her face 
glistened like glyphs painted on by a warrior. Raven tapped the hilt 
above her shoulder in greeting. She was ready for the next melee, be it 
with Hell or high elf. 

We stood, surveying the room until Salema Kazamil and Ferran Vy! 
arrived. Taking their cue, Andarion led us to a table on the side of the 
room opposite Khamros and his siblings. | escorted Hart. Being the 
only non-elf in the vast room, she drew the attention of everyone 


around her. She pretended not to notice, but | could see the whispers 
of excitement written on her face. 

“Never have | had two prettier dates in one night,” | remarked as we 
sat down. 

“There was that one time in Tannoo,” said Yseria. “What was her 
name?” 

Raven wasn’t having any of it. “Yser, if you utter her name, | will 
send you to the high table.” 

Raven’s siblings, her older brother Jhute and his wife Phaedra, 
commandeered a table in another corner of the room. They sat beside 
Rae’s oldest sister, Tamira, and her husband. We may have insulted 
them with our choice of dinner mates, but Khamros was giving us all 
the same unkind looks. 

“The order of seating is important,” said Andarion. “We were called 
first and, barring the high table, were given our choice of where to sit. 
Jhute, or more likely Phaedra, sees it as an insult.” 

| voiced my thoughts, “And yet, they chose a spot halfway between 
the warring parties. It shows a serious lack of commitment, wouldn’t 
you say?” 

“Not everyone has lived the same year. Their realities were likely as 
far from ours as can be imagined.” 

“That explains the lack of empathy,” | quipped. “That, or the fact that 
they’re all dark elves.” 

Raven snagged my ear, “Behave. You're a dark elf, too.” 

| ignored her for once, “I must say that Salema is looking radiant. 
What a difference a bath makes.” 

Rae couldn't help herself, and neither could Yseria. Eventually, 
even Andarion and Ferran joined in with similarly underhanded 
compliments, leaving Salema Kazamil blushing furiously. It was an 
enticing look on the handsome elven woman. 

Hart nudged me, “Ara, is this a wedding or a funeral?” 

The room had grown silent as we shared our little jokes. Our 
laughter seemed to have jolted the sensibilities of many. I’d been here 
before, a scene from Qreyl opened before my eyes with everyone 
waiting in terror for the Emperor to emerge and signal the start of the 
long night. Well, one way or the other, the long night for us was about 


to end. 

Salema’s father and two brothers soon arrived, taking seats at a 
table nearest to us. The brothers didn’t carry blackblades, leaving them 
out of play. 

Salema saw me take notice and smiled, “Some are good at making 
babies. Some are good with a blade. Few are both.” 

| sat a little taller. “Sorry, Salema, but I’m taken.” 

“He screams in bed if things get too rough,” said Rae. “I think it’s the 
hellfire burns.” 

“And the weeping, too,” | affirmed. 

“| thought that was Jan.” 

“Nope.” 

Our dinner continued much like that until the plates were finally 
cleared. A few more residents had joined our cluster, leaving the 
center of the dining room entirely vacant. Sides had been chosen, and 
the game was about to begin. 

| stood and walked to the empty middle. | scanned about, picking 
out those that seemed to be unsure of a choice of camp. Putting an 
end to further distance, | introduced myself to everyone present. The 
elves could think for themselves or at least be coerced into doing so, 
and with every elf or couple that reseated themselves a notch closer to 
our corner, Knamros became more agitated. | took that as a good sign. 

Finally, | walked to the head table and drew my blade, Rei-Seeck, 
making the final introduction, “This is Last Sorrow.” 

Leoro Ylamil was more of a father than a fighter, but even he 
recognized the blade of kings. He silently guided his wife across the 
hall to a chair nearer his younger brother. 

| found the Regent’s table to be sparser than expected. “Khamros 
Ylamil, you have two beautiful daughters, but where are your other 
sons?” 

Khamros ignored my taunt, “They call you the Black Prince, and yet 
they still choose you. If only they knew who you really are.” 

“Do you?” 

“| was there. You held an Infernal warlord then, just as you hold a 
blade of kings now. | can feel the demon inside you.” Khamros held a 
spark of the elven shamans. In sensing the Black, he’d failed to 


recognize my true reality. 

“You know nothing,” | said. “I conquered the Black that threatened 
us all.” 

“You called the Horde upon us.” 

“YOU and your brother called the Horde with your persecution of 
Raven Ylamil. | am here to respond to your gross offense. Pick a 
daughter.” 

“What?” 

“Pick a daughter. Send one out into the night and unleash the 
wolves upon their trail. Better yet, let’s call in the Get of the Damogir 
and trade her away. Pick one before Careck arrives.” 

Khamros failed to respond, so | stepped to my left and flicked my 
blade through the hair of the youngest woman at the table. A golden 
lock dropped from the head of Violant, and as it did, the arm of Gavan 
slapped away my blade. 

Gavan’s good eye leaked as he stood. “You would dare to threaten 
an unarmed woman?” 

| laughed. “My little sister was half her age when you thought to 
murder her. Where was your concern, Gavan Ylamil, when you went 
after an unarmed child of House Storm?” | kept my words loud and 
clear for the room at large. 

Gavan kept his one eye steady, “Il have paid heavily for my 
trespass.” 

“That you have, just as Raven paid for her father’s mistakes every 
day of her life. Knamros made sure of that.” 

| turned my attention back to the Regent, “Was one war not 
enough?” 

Khamros hissed, “You are Firefanged. You are an Infernal House of 
War.” 

“Half, at most,” | replied. “The better half.” 

“How did you break through the Veil?” 

“Following the insight of a Prince of Pestilence, my soul came 
through, bound to that of a Kjaira. For the brilliant maneuver, | was 
exiled and marked for eternity.” 

My candid admission hadn't swayed Khamros in the least. “And so, 
you are here to enslave us all?” 


“| have been offered the chance, and you've certainly given me the 
motivation to act on it, but you forget who | am. | am Firefanged, 
cursed with a human heart. My chains grow heavier by the day.” 

“Chains?” he said. 

| pointed to the table at the back. “Raven Ylamil, for a start. Your 
brother knew what he was doing when he gave us the golden relics. 
Their unbreakable bonds have changed me in incomprehensible ways, 
and yet you tried to destroy her, the one heart and soul that could keep 
me on the right path.” 

| let that sink in for a moment before continuing, “You just spent the 
past year trying to destroy the world with your hellish hunt. If Raven 
had been slaughtered, the event would have unleashed my darkest 
side, and nothing could have stopped my fury.” 

“She carries a child.” 

“My son, another soul to hold me in place. | collect sisters and 
brothers at every turn, hoping they will do the same. Gavan sought to 
take the one dearest to me. That would have been a huge mistake had 
he succeeded. The girl faced down the Emperor in Qreyl and carried 
me through the long night.” 

“And the Pestilent Prince?” 

“Much like Gavan, it sought to touch her.” 

“Gavan still lives.” 

“He met my brothers, not me. The Emperor was utterly defeated 
along with my darker half.” 

Khamros had misjudged, badly. His hands shook, and his face 
suddenly sagged with age, but he spoke with clarity for the broader 
room, “The interregnum is over.” 

“Father!” The nearest daughter, Zulia, cried out as Khamros 
slumped forward onto the table and breathed his last. 

lt wasn’t me. It wasn’t anyone but Khamros making his final play. 
With his death, he guaranteed that his direct bloodline would take the 
throne instead of the Black Prince. 

Having more than enough elven blood on my blade, | was glad that 
he hedged. The room remained silent as | sheathed Rei-Seeck and 
returned to the far table. 

“Andarion, I’m sorry.” | drew the other blackblade from my back and 


offered it to him, hilt first. 

Standing, he accepted it, and the dark elves erupted in whistles and 
cheers. The new king surveyed the room, enjoying an end to the 
longest of nights. 


As a gift to mark King Andarion Ylamil’s ascension, the Black Prince 
granted him half of the ruined border town of Trespass, giving the 
elves a sanctioned foothold beyond their reclusive vale. The sturdy 
stone bridge on the ruins’ west side would mark the dividing line for a 
new trading outpost. Niantia would rebuild the northern half of the town 
in due course, and both realms would benefit in the long run, knowing 
an end to the isolation that had almost destroyed them. 

Andarion appointed his brother Gavan to the role of Royal 
Counselor, and | invited them both to visit Qreyl someday. Instead of 
fighting each other, | suggested the dark elves send their rogues and 
second sons to join the Order of the Vigil in Niantia. With their 
quickness and night vision, the elves would make excellent scouts. 

Salema Kazamil was the alpha of her clan. She offered Andarion a 
pairing he couldn’t pass up and a strong ally to mollify any doubters. 

Grief can stir dissent like no other, and the losses of the 
interregnum further fueled the elves’ treacherous nature. As such, Rae 
and | didn’t remain among them for long after the crowning of Andy. 
The elves have their domain, and | have mine, far beyond the walls of 
Bastian. 


Author’s Note 


Nine books. The Demon in Exile saga ends here on a good note. 
Thank you to those that jumped in early and stuck with it long enough 
to enjoy its finale. | hope you fell in love with the characters as much 
as | did. 

A lengthy, tightly coupled series is a challenge for both reader and 
writer. One forgets the names of characters or is taken in by an 
intentional sleight of hand. As the author, | was always writing a few 
books ahead of what was released in case | had to tweak a thread in a 
previous book or clarify a point that would come up again down the 
road. | offer my gratitude to friends and muses. The many plot twists, 
patterns, and allegories all worked out better than | expected. 

Now go back and read the series again. See what you missed the 
first time through. It'll give me time to finish writing my next book, 
certainly a brilliant standalone work. 
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Psyker 
(The start of a dystopian science fantasy 
series.) 


